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Abstract
This quantitative study examined how race, class, and sex predict the number of college
credits awarded through Advanced Placement (AP) exams at a small, private, liberal arts and
professional studies university. This study builds on the existing literature which focuses on
large, national-level data sets and the AP Program. The existing institutional data points of race,
Pell grant eligibility status, first-generation status, and sex were analyzed. The results suggest
that Black Indigenous People of Color (BIPOC) students are awarded significantly fewer credits
than white students, and first-generation students are awarded significantly fewer credits than
continuing-generation students. There was no significant difference between the number of
credits awarded to male or female students. This study fills a gap in the literature as it focuses on
the inequitable outcome of credits awarded based on AP exam scores along the lines of race,
class, and sex. The results of this study help to inform more equitable institutional policies and
practices, as they relate to awarding credit for engagement in and completion of AP coursework.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
The aim of this study was to understand how race, class, and sex predict the number of
college credits awarded to students at a small, private, liberal arts and professional studies
university in the Midwest based on their Advanced Placement (AP) exam scores. The literature
highlights expanded access in AP course- and exam-taking behavior among historically
underrepresented groups; however, these results emanate from large, national data sets and do
not highlight the actual number of college credits granted to these students (College Board,
2020a; Evans, 2019; Smith et al., 2017; Warne, 2017). The existing research stops short of
telling the whole story by only providing exam scores for students who have completed the AP
exams; it does not include credits awarded. There are students who take AP courses and never
complete the exams, do not submit their transcripts to be awarded credits, or do not score high
enough on the exam to be awarded college credit. This institutional-level study focused on the
first-year college entering classes of Fall 2019, 2018, and 2017 and how race, class, and sex
predict the number of college credits awarded based on AP exam scores. The results should be of
particular interest to college administrators, faculty, and staff, along with prospective students
and parents. The results and discussion outline equity gaps in the number of college credits
granted along the lines of race, class, and sex and how granting college credits based on AP
exam scores is linked directly to student success outcomes (Evans, 2019; Smith et al., 2017;
Warne, 2017).
Background of the Study
Almost three centuries ago, higher education in the U.S. was built as a racist, classist, and
sexist institution primarily to serve white, wealthy men (Thelin, 2011). Over time, these
institutions have expanded access to serve more minoritized populations, including Black,

9
Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC) students, students from low socio-economic status (SES)
backgrounds, and women. Even though minoritized populations have gained access to higher
education, gaps and inequities in persistence and completion rates between white, wealthy
students and minoritized students persist (Cabrera et al., 2017; Carnevale et al., 2020; Thelin,
2011).
The AP Program was first developed in the 1950s (College Board, 2020a). The program
was initially developed for white, wealthy high school students as a partnership between private
preparatory schools and elite colleges and universities (Kolluri, 2018; Smith et al., 2017). The
program was designed to provide these students with rigorous coursework to help them prepare
for and stand out in the admission process to elite higher education institutions (Smith et al.,
2017). Over the past 40 years, College Board has articulated its dedication to expanding access
to both AP courses and AP exams for historically underserved populations (College Board,
2020a). Students may earn college credit based on the exam score they receive and the cut scores
and transfer policies that colleges and universities approve, where typically a score of 3 or higher
on a scale of 1 to 5 will qualify a student to be awarded college credit (College Board, 2020a).
There are many benefits for students who enroll in AP courses (College Board, 2020a).
Students enrolled in the AP Program have the opportunity to be exposed to the experience of
rigorous coursework with credentialed teachers, fulfill prerequisites for college courses, receive
favorable admissions and scholarship opportunities, and earn college credit (Patrick et al., 2020).
Students who earn college credit through the AP Program persist in and graduate from college at
higher rates than students who do not earn credits from the AP Program (Evans, 2019; Smith et
al., 2017; Warne, 2017). The benefits of engaging in the AP Program and specifically being
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awarded college credits based on AP exams are evident; however, these benefits are not
equitably distributed among all students engaged in the AP Program.
The AP Program is structured on several inequitable policies and practices that further
perpetuate the gap in benefits that students may reap from the engaging in the program (Evans,
2019; Warne, 2017). The structure includes unequal access to AP Programs and courses,
educational bias and tracking that starts as early as elementary school, lack of diversity in teacher
representation, and a standardized curriculum that may not be inclusive (Evans, 2019; Warne,
2017). In addition, there are prohibitive costs associated with the AP Program, including the
significant fee to take one exam. There are also costs associated with tutoring, study materials,
and time spent preparing for the exams (Warne, 2017). State and local funding allocations for
schools to support courses varies, so not all students have equal access to AP courses (Morgan &
Amerikaner, 2018).
Even though College Board has taken strides to increase access for minoritized students
in the AP Program, inequitable outcomes along race, class, and sex lines persisted for students in
the high school Class of 2019 (College Board, 2020a). The outcomes published by College
Board from the Class of 2019 are used throughout this study because they are the most recently
published, pre-pandemic outcomes available. Gaps in scores of 3 or higher are evident between
white and BIPOC students, among urban, suburban, and rural populations, between the wealthy
and poor, and between girls and boys (College Board, 2020a; Kolluri, 2018; Rodriguez &
McGuire, 2019). These inequities in AP outcomes are one factor that contributes to effectively
maintaining white supremacy in the education system.
There are claims that the higher education system in the United States is set up as a
meritocracy, rewarding students for their hard work and accomplishments (Cabrera et al., 2017;
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Carnevale et al., 2020). However, critics argue that this system is flawed, steeped in inequities,
and perpetuates hierarchical institutions which is the very thing meritocrats claim a meritocracy
dismantles (Zaloom, 2019). The College Board (2020a) national data show that awarding college
credit based on AP scores is directly tied to the idea that meritocracy is a myth because those
who can afford to live in the best neighborhoods, attend the best secondary schools, and hire the
best tutors are rewarded with college credits (Carnevale et al., 2020).
The AP Program uses standardized test scores whereby colleges and universities award
credits based solely on the results of these single test scores (College Board, 2020a). There is a
dearth of published scholarly research on the assessment of the equity or bias of the standardized
exams administered by the College Board for the AP Program; however, there is research
published on other standardized tests, such as the ACT and SAT (Allensworth & Clark, 2020;
Hiss & Franks, 2014; Hoover, 2020; Strauss, 2020; UC Office of the President, 2020). These
researchers have found that standardized tests are inherently biased and not the best predictor of
future college persistence and completion (Soliday & Lombardi, 2018). Soliday and Lombardi
(2018) point out how standardized tests can continue to perpetuate elitism in academia:
For decades, we have relied on high-stakes standardized tests that are racially, culturally,
and socioeconomically biased. We structure our admissions and financial aid largely
around these test scores and school district-rankings. As a result, we reinforce a culture of
elitism across higher education, excluding vast populations of students for whom
education is the single most critical element in their empowerment and socioeconomic
mobility (p. 129).
The institutional policies and the use of one exam to determine the number of college credits
awarded to incoming students continues to perpetuate the inequities in education found in the
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kindergarten through 12 grade (K-12) system, leaving BIPOC students and poor students at a
disadvantage.
Based on the review of existing literature, this study is rooted primarily in Bourdieu’s
(1977, 1986) theory of social reproduction and how educational inequities continue to perpetuate
stratification along lines of class, race, and sex where white, middle- and upper-class students
continue to hold more power and privilege than their marginalized peers. Bourdieu posits that the
educational system hides behind the façade of equity and a meritocracy, and further perpetuates
the distribution of wealth among the privileged (Bourdieu, 1990). Marginalized and oppressed
students often lack access to and the opportunity to accumulate the economic, cultural, and social
capital that helps students advance and find success along their educational journey (Carnevale et
al., 2020; Gable, 2021; Patton et al., 2016).
I analyzed the results of this study through an asset-based lens, in order to develop
recommendations for awarding credit on a more equitable basis for all students who engage in
the AP Program. I examined ways that the system is falling short of serving all students
equitably rather than focusing on the deficits of individual students. For example, a standardized
test score is just one way, a way rooted in race and class privilege, to award college credit for the
completion of rigorous coursework (NCFOT, 2019). According to the National Center for Fair
and Open Testing (2019), standardized tests are inherently biased, scores are linked to family
income, and many schools are dropping the test requirement as part of the admission process.
There is a connection between outcomes based on standardized testing and the accumulation of
economic, cultural, and social capital (Carnevale et al., 2020).
Further, the analysis of this study was rooted in Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS) where
the “aim is to reveal the invisible structures that produce and reproduce white supremacy and
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privilege" and it "presumes a certain conception of racism that is connected to white supremacy”
(Applebaum, 2016, para. 2). All of these paradigms invite higher education administrators to
question the dominant, white-centered ways of thinking, being, and achieving that lead to
rewarding some students in our educational system (Applebaum, 2016; Bourdieu, 1986; Yosso,
2005). I aimed to decenter whiteness in the data analysis process and discussion and
recommendations sections of the current study in order to inform more equitable practices and
policies surrounding AP exams and awarding college credits at the institutional level.
Problem Statement
There are limited studies that analyze how race, class, and sex predict the number of
college credits awarded based on AP exam scores at the institutional level. This creates an issue
because college administrators, students, and families may not be aware of related educational
inequities that exist for marginalized students. Data that supports these inequitable experiences
will reinforce the need to examine policies and practices. These inequities in the policies and
practices for awarding credit based solely on a standardized test score may further perpetuate the
educational equity gap (Allensworth & Clark, 2020; Cabrera et al., 2017; Carnevale et al., 2020;
Hiss & Franks, 2014; Hoover, 2020; Strauss, 2020; UC Office of the President, 2020). This study
focused on institutional data in order to inform changes to policies and practices for awarding
credits. The results provide new information to college policy-makers and new strategies for
awarding credits have the potential to benefit all students and make real progress towards closing
one equity gap in education.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to analyze the institutional data of first-year college students
at a small, private, liberal arts and professional studies university in the Midwest to determine
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how race, class, and sex may predict the number of college credits awarded based on AP exam
scores.
Significance of the Study
This study will add to the current literature on the AP Program and outcomes at the
macro-level by providing more localized, institutional results. This study further contributes to
filling a gap in research on the nexus of Critical Whiteness Studies and higher education policy
(Cabrera et al., 2017). In addition, this study has the potential to provide guidance on how
college credit is awarded at individual colleges and universities. By identifying any gaps in
educational equity by race, class, or sex, administrators could consider updating policies and
practices with alternative, more equitable ways for students to be awarded college credit for
completing AP courses. More broadly, this study has the potential to inspire administrators to
review institutional data in all areas to determine if inequities in outcomes along race, class, and
sex exist. Then they can work toward policy reform that starts to remove the layers of
discrimination that academia is built upon, so that all college students may experience equitable
opportunities to reap the benefits of and thrive in higher education.
Overview of Methodology
I used a critical quantitative research design. I analyzed existing data from a small,
private, liberal arts and professional studies university to determine how race, class, and sex may
predict the number of college credits awarded based on AP exam scores. I employed two linear
regressions and a multiple linear regression (MLR) to examine how the independent variables
race, class, and sex may predict the number of college credits awarded to students based on AP
exam scores (Muijs, 2016). Using regressions to analyze these data allowed me to determine
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which variables are significant in predicting the number of credits awarded and which variables
do not significantly predict the number of credits awarded.
Research Questions
Researchers have found students who are awarded college credits based on AP exam
scores are more likely to persist and graduate from college (Evans, 2019; Warne, 2017). Based
on the review of the literature which highlights beneficial outcomes including credits awarded to
students, I explored how race, class, and sex predict the number of credits awarded based on AP
exam scores through the following research questions (Evans, 2019; Smith et al., 2017; Warne,
2017).
1. How does race predict the number of college credits awarded to a student based on AP
exam scores?
2. How does class predict the number of college credits awarded to a student based on AP
exam scores?
3. How does sex predict the number of college credits awarded to a student based on AP
exam scores?
Objectives and Outcomes
The objective of this study is to understand how race, class, and sex predict the number of
college credits awarded through AP exams at the institutional level. An outcome of this study is
the attention brought to the nexus of educational inequities and institutional policies. These
inequities persist across race, class, and sex and university policy reform may start to address the
inequitable distribution of educational wealth. Awarding credits based solely on an exam score
perpetuates educational inequities and alternative policies and practices for awarding credit
should be considered at the institutional level.
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Limitations
There are several limitations associated with the data used in this study. First, the preexisting data set that is analyzed in this study was collected for operational purposes, meaning
the reason for data collection is outside of the purpose of this current research study (Muijs,
2016). This poses an inherent limitation in that these data may be incomplete or unrelated to the
theoretical underpinnings of the current research study. Students self-report race and sex on their
applications for admission. Students may update these demographic variables at any point during
their college career; however, the data points used in this study are pulled from a static, census
report which means that the demographic data are based on a moment in time. They may not
reflect the student’s current race or sex identities.
Next, using Pell-eligibility as a proxy for low socioeconomic status (SES) or low-income
student status, although a ubiquitous practice, has been challenged (Delisle, 2017). Many lowincome students do not file the FAFSA which is necessary to receive the Pell-eligibility status
(Kantrowitz, 2011). Other students, such as international or undocumented students, are not
eligible to apply for federal financial aid, and thus the Pell-eligibility proxy for low-income
students is most likely an underestimation of this student population (Delisle, 2017). Further, the
use of the Pell grant proxy places students into one of two categories, this method does not allow
for more nuanced income reporting. To address this issue, I added first-generation status, in
addition to Pell grant eligibility status, as a variable to define class. First-generation students
often do not have the same access to and accumulation of social and cultural capital that may
lead to more educational wealth (Bourdieu, 1990; Carnevale et al., 2020; Gorman, 2021; LadsonBillings, 2006). There are only two categories for students, first-generation student or
continuing-generation student. The definitions for these two categories were adopted by the
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university based on commonly used definitions, and staff members classify students based on
data the students report on their applications for admission.
A third limitation is that some students may have taken an AP exam and earned a score
high enough to be awarded credit, but the student, by choice or otherwise, did not to submit their
transcript to the university. Reasons students did not submit a transcript may include (a) lack of
transparency around which scores qualify for college credit, (b) inadequate communication about
how and when to request a transcript, (c) unnecessary administrative hurdles, and (d)
burdensome fees. The data representing students who may have taken an AP exam and earned a
score of 3 or higher but did not submit a transcript for evaluation are not included in this study.
In addition, this study only considers awarding college credit via the AP Program and AP exams.
There are other ways, including College in the Schools (CIS), Post-Secondary Education Option
(PSEO), and the International Baccalaureate (IB) Program, for high school students to be
awarded college credits. This study only includes credits awarded based on AP exam scores. The
findings from this study may not be generalizable to other programs. A final limitation of this
study is that the data used in this study are from a small, private, liberal arts and professional
studies university and may not be representative of students at other types of institutions. The
findings from this study may not be generalizable to other institutions.
Delimitations
For this research study, I analyzed data from one small, private, liberal arts and
professional studies university in the Midwest. Further, this study is limited to incoming students
who entered the university in Fall 2019, 2018, and 2017. This study was only focused on college
credits granted for AP exam scores and does not consider other ways high school students earn
college credit such as Post-Secondary Education Opportunity (PSEO), International

18
Baccalaureate (IB), or College in the Schools (CIS). The AP Program was intentionally selected
for the following reasons, (a) extensive national data sets are publicly available, (b) AP Programs
have been widely established at public high schools, (c) students are not awarded credit based on
passing the course, and (d) the majority of credits awarded to first-year students by the focus
institution for prior learning are based on AP exam scores. The results of this study may not by
generalizable to other classes of students, other colleges and universities, or other college creditbearing programs.
Researcher Propositions
I assumed throughout this research that educational inequities are a major issue. If college
and university administrators are going to work to close educational gaps, there must be
thorough and critical reviews of institutional policies and practices that are inherently biased and
benefit some but not all students. I also assumed that there are inherent biases and inequities in
standardized testing which were designed to benefit already privileged students (Hoover, 2020;
Strauss, 2020; UC Office of the President, 2020). I also assumed that there are multiple measures
of knowledge and competency, and diverse options for demonstrating learning are better and a
more equitable and accurate approach to rewarding diverse learners (Ladson-Billings, 2013).
Based on the research on the benefits of awarding college credit through the AP Program, I
assumed that all students who complete AP courses should be given the opportunity to be
awarded college credit through a variety of assessment methods (Evans, 2019; Smith et al., 2017;
Warne, 2017).
Key Terms
The key terms used throughout this study are defined as follows:

•
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class: Different categories for social standing that consider social, economic, and
educational background. The combination of Pell grant eligibility status and firstgeneration status are used in the current study.

•

continuing-generation college student: A relative (mother, father, grandmother,
grandfather or legal guardian) is marked by the student on the application as having an
Associate’s degree or higher.

•

first-generation college student: Both mother and father are listed on the application by
the student and both are marked as having not received a degree.

•

grade point average (GPA): GPA is a representation of academic achievement and
unweighted scores range from 0.0 to 4.0.

•

Pell grant eligibility status: The student’s family income is reported on the Free
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). Students who are eligible to receive a
federal Pell grant are reported as having eligibility status. These students are classified as
low-income, poor, or from a low-SES background.

•

race: Socially constructed categories used to classify people based on physical
characteristics and common cultural origins. Students self-select this demographic
identity during the admission process on the application.

•

sex: Categories used to classify people based on sex assigned at birth or legal sex.
Students self-select male or female on the application for admission.

Organization of the Dissertation
Chapter 1 outlined the background for this study, the statement of the problem, the
purpose and significance of the study, an overview of the methodology and research questions,
key objectives and outcomes, limitations, delimitations, assumptions, and key terms. Chapter 2
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provides more depth on the background through an extensive literature review. Chapter 3
presents the methodology for this study and includes the design, sample, variables, and data
collection and analysis techniques. Chapter 4 outlines the results of the study, and Chapter 5
involves a discussion of the results and recommendations for future research and practice.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter starts with a brief overview of the racist, classist, and sexist roots of higher
education in the United States. Next, I discuss how the history of the Advanced Placement (AP)
Program grew out of this structure, and how the structure of this program further perpetuates
educational inequities. I then address predictors of persistence and completion in college. These
predictors include high school GPA, college GPA, and total credits awarded. Credits awarded are
directly tied to the AP Program. Further, I challenge the myth of higher education as a
meritocracy, specifically as it is a color-evasive notion and does not account for the educational
debt that exists among minoritized populations in the U.S. This relates to the AP Program and
colleges and university transfer policies which use standardized tests to award college credit. I
share the most recently published, pre-pandemic AP Program graduating class outcomes that
highlight the inequities along race, class, and sex lines. I wrap up this chapter by covering the
theoretical framework on which this study is based. Bordieu’s model of social reproduction
along with Yosso’s community cultural wealth model are used to set the theoretical framework
for this study. In addition, Critical Whiteness Studies was employed to de-center whiteness
throughout the research process, from developing research questions to informing the
recommendations for practice and policy. Finally, I highlight how the suggestions for additional
research published in the recent literature on this topic led me to this specific research project.
Institutions of Higher Education
The following sections provide a brief history of higher education in the United States
and how this system was built upon and continues to function on racist, classist, and sexist
structures and policies.
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A Brief History of Higher Education
Almost 300 years ago, the very first colleges and universities in the United States were
built for and by white, wealthy men (Thelin, 2011). Only the privileged had access, as others
could either not afford tuition or they could not afford the lost wages from departing from work
or labor in the field to attend college. Another barrier to access was outright discrimination based
on race, religion, socio-economic status, and sex, preventing many others from benefitting from
a postsecondary education (Karabel, 2005). Access to higher education expanded throughout the
1800s and some institutions started to admit white women, although they were not granted equal
access as they were tracked into certain degree programs (Thelin, 2011). In addition, male
African Americans were also being admitted to some historically white colleges while
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) were growing in the number of Black
students educated; however Black student participation in higher education in the early 1900s
was less than 25% compared to their white male counterparts and segregation persisted (Thelin,
2011).
The expansion of higher education, including junior colleges focused on access,
continued through the early 1900s and more students were enrolling; however, tuition and
preparation were still significant barriers for working class families. The mid-1900s brought
increased access through the introduction of the G.I. Bill which offered financial support for
education based on years of military service; however, the benefits of this bill were unequally
distributed among white and Black veterans, with only 4% of Black G.I.s using the benefit of
free education (Irving, 2014; Thelin, 2011).
Along with increased access in the mid-1900s, colleges and universities started to use
standardized tests as a way to evaluate students (Thelin, 2011). This practice was an attempt to
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make admissions’ reviews more objective and based on merit when compared to past practices.
Throughout the history of higher education in the United States, various forms of admissions’
practices have been used. The “Big Three” (Harvard, Princeton, and Yale) led the way for setting
merit standards that persist in admissions’ practices today (Karabel, 2005). The definition of
merit has changed over the years to serve the best interest of colleges and universities to maintain
some control over admissions (Karabel, 2005). One factor of merit has remained consistent over
the years, and that is the definition of merit as a combination of academic qualifications and
personal character. The latter is subjective. Character has been and continues to be used to favor
a student’s admission - being an athlete or legacy student or restrict a student’s admission - being
Jewish or poor (Karabel, 2005).
In the last half of the 20th century, colleges and universities, particularly HBCUs and
tribal colleges, were committed to and successful in expanding access to minoritized populations,
including Black, Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC), low-income, and female students.
Federal financial aid, athletics, and Title IX have all played roles in the diversification of the
student body on campus. However, gaps in persistence and completion rates between white,
wealthy students and minoritized students persist (Cabrera et al., 2017; Carnevale et al., 2020;
Thelin, 2011).
Racist, Classist, Sexist Institutions and Policies
The following section outlines how racist, classist, and sexist institutions and policies
continue to perpetuate educational inequities.
Higher Education as a Racialized Organization
Ray (2019) introduces the concept of racialized organizations and the four tenets that fall
under this theory. These include: “(1) racialized organizations enhance or diminish the agency of
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racial groups; (2) racialized organizations legitimate the unequal distribution of resources; (3)
Whiteness is a credential; and (4) decoupling is racialized” (Ray, 2019, p. 26). Ray’s theory aims
to highlight the role of meso-level processes in the distribution of resources along racial lines.
Many organizations that are considered the norm fail to acknowledge that they are rooted in
whiteness (Ray, 2019). Ray contends that institutions play a key role in changing racial
outcomes. Applied to higher education institutions which are deeply rooted in whiteness, the
Theory of Racialized Institutions is supported by the allocation of resources along race
lines(Thelin, 2011). According to Ray (2019), assessment is used as a tool to distribute
resources, such as credits awarded based on AP Exam scores which enables white students to
gain more agency through compressing time to graduation, adding a second major, having more
flexibility with coursework, and saving money when compared to BIPOC or low-income
students (Evans, 2019; Smith et al., 2017; Warne, 2017). This inequitable distribution of
resources puts an added burden on marginalized populations who are already battling centuries
of educational debt. Higher education, as a racialized institution with racialized policies, has the
power to create more barriers for minoritized students further contributing to their debt or the
power to change policies and systems to create more equitable environments for all students to
thrive. “The ability to act upon the world, to create, to learn, to express emotion—indeed, one’s
full humanity—is constrained (or enabled) by racialized organizations” (Ray, 2019, p. 36).
Educational Debt
Many people in the dominant, white, middle- and upper-class culture do not or choose
not to understand institutions, policies, and practices through anti-racist, anti-classist, anti-sexist
lenses (DiAngelo, 2018; Goodman, 2011; Irving, 2014; Kendi, 2019; Wilkerson, 2020). Faculty,
administrators, and staff in academia may fail to view the current structure of higher education,
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including policies and practices, as contributing to educational inequalities today. “Considering
that most institutions of higher education are predominately White institutional spaces, it is
hardly surprising that race and Whiteness are ignored” (Finders & Kwame-Ross, 2020).
Institutions of higher education were built for and by white, wealthy men; however, that is not
the population that currently fills our classrooms and campuses (Thelin, 2011).
A recent study on disparities in wealth based on race commissioned by The Federal
Reserve System reported that a typical white family has five times the accumulated wealth
compared to a typical Hispanic family and eight times the accumulated wealth compared to a
typical Black family (Bhutta et al., 2020). Wealth is defined as assets minus liabilities. There are
significant disparities in wealth between white families and BIPOC families. “White families
have the highest level of both median and mean family wealth: $188,200 and $983,400…Black
families' median and mean wealth is less than 15 percent that of White families, at $24,100 and
$142,500, respectively. Hispanic families' median and mean wealth is $36,100 and $165,500,
respectively” (Bhutta et al., 2020, para. 3). The report further addresses the issues tied to
generational wealth and reflects centuries of discrimination, with the most significant inequities
tied to differences in inheritances, home ownership, retirement plans, and emergency savings.
These wealth disparities impact our college students who are no longer a homogenous group.
According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (2020a), 19.7 million students were
expected to enroll in college in Fall 2020. Of these enrollees, only about half or 10.3 million
identify as white and less than half or 8.5 million identify as male. A culture of whiteness and
wealth permeates our institutions which is why leaders in higher education institutions need to
ask questions and work for change, so we can create environments for our students that move
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from a focus on access and diversity to striving for equity and justice (Ashlee, 2019; Stewart,
2017).
Ladson-Billings (2006) outlines the historical impact of race, class, and sex on
educational debt in the United States. Education was primarily forbidden during the time of
enslavement, and African Americans have been given unequal access to formally recognized
education since that time (Ladson-Billings, 2006). In fact, universal secondary education only
became mandated in the south in 1968. American Indian and Latinx students have experienced a
similar history of inequitable access to education, spanning from early childhood education
through higher education (Ladson-Billings, 2006). This historical educational debt has built up
over the years and contributed to, yet is so much bigger than, the achievement gap between
BIPOC students and white students. Ladson-Billings (2006) uses the term achievement gap in
research findings; however, the term more commonly used today is opportunity gap which shifts
the issue from individual responsibility to structural deficiencies (Mooney, 2018). Educational
debt is composed of four types of debt - historical, economic, socio-political, and moral (LadsonBillings, 2006, 2013). Ladson-Billings shares her thoughts on educational debt and inequitable
funding along race and class lines as a reflection of the value we place on educating certain
populations:
The funding disparities that currently exist between schools serving White students and
those serving students of color are not recent phenomena. Separate schooling always
allows for differential funding. In present-day dollars, the funding disparities between
urban schools and their suburban counterparts present a telling story about the value we
place on the education of different groups of students (2006, p. 6).
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Ladson-Billings (2006) goes on to compare the difference between the achievement gap
and educational debt to income disparities and wealth inequities. The former focuses on present
day income and the latter addresses wealth built up and passed down from one generation to the
next. These are very different measures, the former relays information about an individual in one
case and the latter highlights how a system and policies impact an entire group of people.
Further, the achievement gap implies some sort of individual problem with individual
responsibility, whereas educational debt demands attention be paid to the structural root causes
of race, class, and sex inequities in the educational system and calls for shared social
responsibility to solve this issue (Ladson-Billings, 2013). Educational debt is the impact that
centuries of inequitable education has had on BIPOC students and communities, and “the
cumulative effect of poor education, poor housing, poor health care, and poor government
services create a bifurcated society that leaves more than its children behind” (Ladson-Billings,
2006, p. 10). Higher education was built as a racist, classist, sexist system where its structure and
policies continue to contribute to the educational debt load for students who continue to be
minoritized.
Advanced Placement Program
This section will cover the structure, history, and current status of the Advanced
Placement (AP) Program.
Structure
The goal of the AP Program is to help high school students develop knowledge and skills
for the rigor of college coursework (College Board, 2020). The AP Program is comprised of a
standardized curriculum that is taught by credentialed teachers in public and private high
schools. Students may enroll in AP courses, take AP exams, and be awarded college credit
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dependent on the exam score and a college’s AP credit transfer policy (Kolluri, 2018; Warne,
2017). As outlined in Table 1, AP exams are scored on a scale of 1 to 5, and colleges award
credit based on exam score. Colleges typically award credit for a score of 3, 4 or 5 (College
Board, 2020a).

Table 1
AP Exam Score, Recommendation, and College Course Grade Equivalent
AP Exam Score

Recommendation

College Course Grade Equivalent

5

Extremely well qualified

A+ or A

4

Very well qualified

A-, B+, or B

3

Qualified

B-, C+, or C

2

Possibly qualified

--

1

No recommendation

--

History of the AP Program
The AP Program was developed in the 1950s as a rigorous curriculum meant to serve
academically advanced students in partnership with selective colleges and universities (Kolluri,
2018; Smith et al., 2017). The program developed out of a partnership between elite colleges and
select private preparatory school that primarily served wealthy, white males. This initial
partnership was viewed as a way to keep up with the Space Race and fast track the best and the
brightest students to complete a bachelor’s degree in three years, so these students could start
serving their country (Smith et al., 2017). Over the next several decades, the variety of AP
subject offerings, as well as the number of students taking these courses and exams continued to
expand.
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Expanding Access
In the late 1980s and throughout the 1990s there was a push for open access to the AP
Program, and courses started to be offered to academically average and underperforming
students (Kettler & Hurst, 2017). Today, College Board (2020a) states its commitment to access
for all to the AP Program. More than three million students take AP exams each year, while
almost 8% of first-year college students have earned credit through an AP exam (Evans, 2019).
A first-year college student who has earned AP credit brings in an average of ten college credits,
granted based on AP exam scores.
AP Program Today
According to College Board (2020b), over the last decade, there has been a dramatic
increase in the number of U.S. high schools offering AP coursework. Just a decade ago, there
were 17,374 U.S. high schools that offered AP coursework, and this number rose by 5,304 to
reach 22,678 U.S. high schools that offered AP coursework in 2019. The number of U.S. public
high school graduates taking AP exams increased 57% over that same time period, and the
number of U.S. students who have scored a 3 or higher on the at least one exam increased by
60% (College Board, 2020b). Nearly a quarter of the students in the graduating high school Class
of 2019 earned a 3 or higher on at least one AP Exam over the course of their high school career.
Over the last half century, the AP Program has morphed from serving primarily academically
gifted students at high-performing schools to an open access program where almost 40% of U.S.
public school graduates in the Class of 2019 took at least one AP exam (College Board, 2020b).
More schools are offering more courses and more students are taking AP courses, taking AP
exams, and being awarded college credit.
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Predictors of Persistence and Completion
The following section outlines how engagement in the AP Program impacts the success
of college students. I will include an overview of the correlations found between earned college
credits and matriculation, retention, and graduation.
Beneficial Outcomes
There are many benefits for students who enroll in AP courses (College Board, 2020a).
This rigorous coursework can help prepare students for college-level work by introducing them
to the level of rigor that will be expected, as well as helping them fulfill prerequisites for
entrance into college courses (Patrick et al., 2020). Advanced courses also serve to increase
opportunities for admission and improve the likelihood of successful outcomes in college
(Patrick et al., 2020). Students may also be awarded college credit at some colleges and
universities for AP exam scores of 3 or higher (College Board, 2020a).
Earning College Credits
Previous researchers have shown that there are numerous benefits to being awarded
college credit based on AP exam scores. Students who are awarded college credit via AP exams
are more likely to enroll in college (Evans, 2019; Smith et al., 2017; Warne, 2017). In addition,
they often benefit from weighted high school GPAs (a typical GPA scale runs from 0 to 4.0
while a weighted GPA scale runs from 0 to 5.0, awarding a 5.0 for an A in the latter), increased
first-year GPAs, a more rigorous high school curriculum, and access to highly credentialed
teachers in high school (Evans, 2019; Smith et al., 2017; Warne, 2017). Once in college, students
who were awarded college credits based on AP exams persist and graduate at higher rates than
their peers (Evans, 2019; Smith et al., 2017; Warne, 2017). They also have reduced student
loans, as they typically complete their degree along an accelerated path, taking less time to
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complete their degree (Evans, 2019; Smith et al., 2017; Warne, 2017). Students who have been
awarded college credits based on AP exam scores are more likely to have a double major and go
on to graduate school (Evans, 2019; Smith et al., 2017; Warne, 2017).
Further, Smith et al. (2017) found that a high AP exam score significantly increases the
probability of a student graduating from college within four years, attributing this increase to the
awarding of college credits to fulfill graduation requirements. According to a report on the Class
of 2019 released by College Board (2020b), “The opportunity to earn college credit is a key
benefit of AP. Students can save time and money and get a head start on completing their degree
with credits earned from their college-level AP work” (para. 4). The cost to take a single AP
exam in the U.S. is $95 (College Board, 2020a). A college course at a public institution can cost
10 times as much as one AP exam (Smith et al., 2017). Students also reap financial benefits due
to earlier entrance into career and increased earning potential (Smith et al., 2017). The benefits of
being awarded college credits based on AP exam scores are evident; however, these benefits are
not equally distributed among all students engaged in the AP Program.
Gaps and Inequities in the AP Program
The following section outlines the drawbacks of the AP Program as well as gaps and
inequities in outcomes for students who engage in the program.
Structure of AP Programs Built on Inequities
The AP Program is structured on a number of inequitable policies and practices,
including unequal access to AP Programs and courses, lack of diversity in teacher representation,
and a standardized curriculum that may not be inclusive (Evans, 2019; Warne, 2017).
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Unequal Access to Courses
Even though the College Board has focused on increasing access to the AP Program over
the years, gaps and inequities in both access and outcomes persist (College Board, 2020a).
Access to AP courses varies within and between schools (Kolluri, 2018; Rodriguez & McGuire,
2019). There is still one in 10 students who attends a high school that does not offer any AP
coursework; further, one in four high school students attends a high school that does not offer a
broad selection of AP courses, creating an access gap (Patrick et al., 2020). Black and Latinx
high school students are underrepresented in AP courses (Patrick et al., 2020). More diverse
schools have fewer seats in AP courses overall, and more diverse schools enroll fewer Black and
Latinx students in AP courses. Patrick et al. (2020) point out that “If Black and Latino students
had a fair chance to enroll, we would see 157,513 more Black students and 68,102 more Latino
students in AP courses” (p. 8).
There are several reasons that these inequities in enrollment in AP courses are happening,
including the fact that schools have resource inequities, where those schools with high
populations of BIPOC students often receive less funding to afford additional AP courses and
support (Patrick et al., 2020). According to a 2018 report by The Education Trust (Morgan &
Amerikaner, 2018), schools that serve the most racially diverse students receive 13% less or
$1,800 per student less in state and local funding than schools who serve the least diverse
students. Schools that educate the economically poorest students receive 7% less or $1,000 less
per student in state and local funding than schools educating the wealthiest students. When
considering a district with 5,000 students this adds up to an annual funding difference of $9M
and $5M respectively.
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Although AP courses are offered in two out of every three high schools, one in four
students attends a high school that does not offer a diverse range of courses (Kolluri, 2018;
Patrick et al., 2020, Rodriguez & McGuire, 2019). In addition, in schools that do offer a range of
AP courses, many Black and Latinx students are denied access to these courses (Patrick et al.,
2020). Patrick et al. (2020) found that whereas Black students comprise 15% and Latinx students
comprise 24% of the population at schools with at least one AP course, they only comprise 9%
and 21%, respectively, of students enrolled in AP coursework. This denied access cannot be fully
attributed to lack of preparation or readiness for this rigorous coursework.
Contrary to common beliefs, prior preparation and opportunity only explains half of the
gap in enrollment in advanced courses between students of color and their White peers.
The other half of the gap is explained by differences in course offerings and whether
students who demonstrate readiness for advanced coursework are actually enrolled in the
courses (Patrick et al., 2020, p. 12).
Therefore, even if Black and Latinx students are granted equal opportunity to engage in gifted
and talented programs in elementary school or successfully complete Algebra I in eighth grade,
the two indicators that schools use to determine readiness for future rigorous coursework, there
are still persistent barriers associated with course offerings and enrollment of BIPOC students in
AP courses that need to be addressed.
There are persistent barriers to the AP Program that disproportionately impact BIPOC
students. Students are tracked from a young age into gifted and talented programs and there is
currently a dearth of quality educational opportunities for BIPOC students, starting with early
childhood programming (Carnevale et al., 2020; Patrick et al., 2020). Pirtle (2019) shared insight
into this equity issue: “Admissions into gifted programs and specialized schools are based on a
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singular standardized test that often ignores qualifications aligned with a student’s training and
does not capture black students’ potential” (para. 7). Although the AP Program has made
significant gains in creating more access for Black and Latinx students over the past decade,
Black and Latinx students are still not represented from the very early stages of advanced
coursework. In elementary school, Black and Latinx students do not fairly represent students
identified as gifted and talented (Patrick et al., 2020). These types of early programs set the stage
for later selection into AP courses in the future. “Denying access to these students sends the
message that the earliest ‘on-ramp’ to advanced opportunities is not for them” (Patrick et al.,
2020, p. 8).
A recent report from the Ed Trust (Patrick et al., 2020) highlighted the barriers that start
as early as elementary school. These barriers “lock out” certain populations, including Black and
Latinx students from AP courses. There were three findings highlighted in the report. First,
Patrick et al. (2020) found that when given the opportunity, Black and Latinx students do find
success with advanced coursework. Second, Black and Latinx students are not fairly represented
in these advanced courses. Third, these inequities in representation of Black and Latinx students
in advanced courses is largely due to two factors: (1) schools that serve primarily these students
are not enrolling as many students in advanced classes, and (2) racially diverse schools are not
expanding access to these students. Additional nuances Patrick et al. (2020) found were that
when considering the national data, Black and Latinx students appear to be represented among
schools that offer advanced coursework; however, the issue lies in the fact that many diverse
schools do not offer these rigorous courses.
In addition, within the diverse schools that do offer advanced coursework, there are fewer
total seats available, and these seats are denied to Black and Latinx students, when compared to
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primarily white-serving high schools. The Education Trust report on Inequities in Advanced
Coursework highlights the researchers’ findings that schools that serve majority Black and
Latinx students serve 25% of the student population in the U.S.; yet these same schools only
enroll 22% of their students in AP courses (Patrick et al., 2020). In some states this gap is even
greater, as much as an 8% difference between the total population served and those enrolled in
AP courses. Further, the most egregious gaps between Black and Latinx students and white
students who are enrolled in AP courses occur at schools that have 10% to 50% of their
populations comprised of Black and/or Latinx students. There are only 5.5 Black students and
7.4 Latinx students for every 10 Black or Latinx students who should be enrolled in AP courses
to fairly represent the school population (Patrick et al., 2020). In summary, Black and Latinx
high school students have fewer opportunities to engage in advanced coursework. One
recommendation coming out of this report is to have automatic enrollment for students into AP
courses.
Educator Bias
Educator bias also prevents certain populations of students from enrolling in AP courses.
In some schools, teachers and counselors select students to enroll in AP courses; yet they deny
Black and Latinx students access to these opportunities (Patrick et al., 2020). In some programs,
there are financial incentives for teachers whose students score well on AP exams, leading
teachers to select specific students for their AP classes (Warne, 2017). There appears to be bias
in assessment and grading practices that lead to devaluing cultural wealth in a variety of forms
(Patrick et al., 2020). This bias in turn creates a barrier. For example, if high school GPA is the
determining factor for enrollment in AP courses, the teachers and counselors have created a
policy that values one form of capital (Yosso, 2005). They are not taking into consideration other
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forms of cultural capital, such as familial wealth, whereby a student would be reviewed based on
all of their contributions to society, including their caretaking responsibilities which may take
time away from their studies and impact earning high grades. Finally, there is lack of
communication between the high schools and families about AP offerings (Patrick et al., 2020).
This communication issue is due to language barriers or assumptions that students and families
know how to navigate the hidden curriculum or the unwritten and unformalized rules that, when
followed, benefit some students and leading to missed opportunities for minoritized students.
Hidden Curriculum
The K-12 and post-secondary schools in the U.S. function on a set of complicated written
and unwritten rules (Feldman, 2019; Gable, 2021). In a recent interview, regarding her research
on first-generation students, Gable shared that the hidden curriculum is:
the set of tacit rules in a formal educational context that insiders consider to be natural
and universal. Those with prior knowledge of those tacit rules are prepared to succeed
because they have learned the rules before, and those with no or little prior knowledge
don’t even realize when they are breaking the rules let alone how to use these rules to
their advantage (Jaschik, 2021, para. 6).
Due to their accumulated capital, including generational educational wealth and financial
resources, students and families from privileged backgrounds are better equipped to navigate all
of these rules. In fact, these rules were written for and by privileged people. The components of
the hidden curriculum, or the unspoken rules that help students advance in education, could show
up in the AP program as barriers for students in any of the following ways, (a) insufficient
communication about the deadline to sign up for an AP course, (b) lack of transparency about
required pre-requisite courses or tests that in turn grant permission to register for AP courses, or
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(c) inadequate information about how to request a fee waiver, alternative testing date, or testing
accommodations.
Underrepresentation Among Teachers, Students, and the Curriculum
Educators from diverse backgrounds are underrepresented in the K-12 school system.
“About 41% of U.S. K-12 public school students are Black or Latino, but only 16% of teachers
are Black or Latino” (Patrick et al., 2020, p. 19). Minoritized students are not seeing themselves
reflected in AP teachers, other AP students, or in the AP curriculum (Hanover, 2015). Some
students self-select away from enrolling in AP courses due to this underrepresentation. Dr.
Mussington, an advocate for educational equity, pointed out that many BIPOC students do not
enroll in AP courses due to implicit and explicit biases, along with microaggressions that send
these students the message that they do not belong in AP courses (S. Mussington, personal
communication, February 10, 2021). Some students do not perform well academically because
the curriculum is not designed to honor their culture, history, language, or values (Patrick et al.,
2020). Dr. Mussington reinforced the cultural mismatch that students experience with the AP
Program’s white-dominant curriculum. Kolluri (2018) posits that the AP curriculum is not wellsuited for students from historically underrepresented backgrounds because it focuses on breadth
and does not reflect the sociocultural lived realities of marginalized students. The cultural
mismatch and white-centered curriculum lead marginalized students to opt out of courses or
underperform due to a lack of connection to the curriculum.
Financial Costs
There are also costs associated with the exams, although waivers based on income are
available for those who qualify (Evans, 2019; Warne, 2017). The cost of an AP exam or
requesting a waiver may be prohibitive for students from low-SES backgrounds. One exam costs
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$95 (College Board, 2020a). In addition, students are required to pay to have transcripts sent
from College Board to colleges or universities, if they do not include the college or university on
their registration for the AP exam. Students are typically required to register and pay for AP
exams in the early fall, at the beginning of the school year. Exams are held in late spring, at the
end of the school year. Early registration could be a barrier for families who are not able to plan
so far in advance. These costs are not equally distributed based on state and local funding for
schools and how dollars are allocated (Morgan & Amerikaner, 2018). Warne (2017) further
notes that the costs associated with AP Programs are not equally distributed among students and
families. In addition, taxpayers may be subsidizing AP Programs with very little cost benefit if
students are not earning college credits and saving tuition dollars in the long run. Additional
costs include tutoring, study materials, and time spent preparing for and taking the exams
(Evans, 2019; Warne, 2017). All three of these things are luxuries and may not be available to
students from low-SES backgrounds due to a variety of reasons, including lack of financial
resources and caretaking responsibilities and paid work that pull them away from their studies.
College Credit Based on Exam Scores
The only way to be awarded college credit through the AP Program is to earn a score of 3
or higher on an AP exam (College Board, 2020a). Even though students are enrolled in courses
throughout the school year, submitting assignments and tests, college credit is tied to a one-shot
exam. The stress and anxiety associated with high stakes exams can be taxing to a student’s
mental health (Evans, 2019; Warne, 2017). The pressure to succeed and get ahead can be
overwhelming for some students. College credit awarded through the AP Program is based solely
on the exam score, and transfer credit acceptance policies vary by institution, from some
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institutions accepting AP exam scores of 3 or higher on a scale of 1 to 5 for any subject to other
institutions that do not award credit for any AP exam score (College Board, 2020a).
Inequitable Outcomes for the Class of 2019
Even though College Board has taken strides to increase access for minoritized students
in the AP Program, inequitable outcomes persist. In February 2020, College Board released its
data for the Class of 2019. These data revealed that 1.24 million public high school students took
an AP exam during their high school career, and almost 62% of students taking the exams scored
a 3 or higher on one or more exams (College Board, 2020a). CEO Coleman shared that
successful completion of exams has continued to climb over the years; yet, there are still
persistent “barriers that prevent black, Latino, Native American and rural students from taking
and succeeding on AP exams” (Anderson, 2020, para. 4). Gaps in scores of 3 or higher are
evident between white and BIPOC students, among urban, suburban, and rural populations,
between the wealthy and poor, and between girls and boys (College Board, 2020a; Kolluri, 2018;
Rodriguez & McGuire, 2019). These inequities in AP outcomes, are one factor that contributes
to effectively maintaining white supremacy in the education system.
Race
According to the Class of 2019 Report (College Board, 2020a), there was a decline in the
number of exam takers who identify as Black/African American (-1.6%), American
Indian/Alaska Native (-6.1%), Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (-4.4%), or White (-2.2%) for
this cohort over previous years’ cohorts. However, increases in test-taking behavior were
reported for students who identify as Hispanic/Latinx (+4.8%) or Two or More Races (+4.7%),
and Asian (+0.9%). There were increases in the number of students who scored a 3 or above on
at least one exam in all racial/ethnic categories compared to the previous year, with the exception
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of American Indian/Alaska Native (-10.1%), Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (-9%), and White
(-0.65%).
Class
Race is not the only factor that plays a role in exam-taking behavior. According to
College Board, the number of low-income students taking AP courses doubled from 2008 to
2018 (College Board, 2020a). The most recent data released in 2018 revealed that low-income
students made up more than 30% of AP exam takers, though they are still underrepresented when
compared to the entire population of low-income students. In the fall of 2019, there was a 9%
increase in the number of low-income students who registered to take an AP exam. However,
rural students and students from low-SES backgrounds face numerous barriers to accessing and
completing courses and scoring high enough on exams to be awarded college credit (College
Board, 2020a; Kolluri, 2018; Rodriguez & McGuire, 2019). There is a gap in the reporting for
the Class of 2019 by College Board on low-income students who earned a 3 or higher on AP
exams. There are increasing efforts to address the barriers for students from low-SES
backgrounds. According to the senior vice president, Packer, the AP Program subsidized “$159
million for the cost of exams to low-income students…The subsidy did not fully cover the cost
of examinations for low-income students…states provided additional funding for low-income
students or all students…” (Anderson, 2020, para. 7). In 2019, 29 states provided funding for
low-income or all students to cover the costs associated with the registration for AP exams
(College Board, 2020a).
Sex
In addition to race and class, sex also plays a role in access to and successful completion
of AP exams, particularly in specific fields where women have been historically underserved. In
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2019, of the 164,293 students who took the AP Computer Science Principles course, only 48,267
identified as girls; however, this participation rate rose dramatically, up from only 13,506 in
2016 (College Board, 2020a, para. 8). Corra et al. (2011) found that even though race does play a
more significant role in advanced coursework enrollment, they did find sex differences within
race categories. Across five different AP subject areas, white girls enrolled at higher rates than
white boys, Black girls, and Black boys. In 2019, fewer boys (1,231,488) completed AP exams
than girls (1,594,222); however, in every single racial category reported in 2019 for AP examtakers, the boys’ mean scores were higher than the girls’ mean scores. Overall, the mean score
for boys was 2.99 and the girls’ mean score was 2.81 (College Board, 2020a).
Meritocracy Myth
There are claims that the higher education system in the United States is set up as a
meritocracy, rewarding students for their hard work and accomplishments (Cabrera et al., 2017;
Carnevale et al., 2020). However, critics argue that this system is flawed, steeped in inequities,
and perpetuates hierarchical institutions which is the very thing meritocrats claim a meritocracy
dismantles (Zaloom, 2019). “The fiction of meritocracy also produces class inequalities in more
intimate ways. Not only does it deliver more success to the already successful, it quietly inflicts
damage on those unable to afford the suite of advantages necessary to compete” (Zaloom, 2019,
para. 1). The meritocratic system serves one well if born into privilege as white, male, and
wealthy. Hiding behind the notion that higher education is a meritocracy, allows those in power
to preserve a system rooted in white supremacy.
The College Board (2020a) national data show that awarding college credit based on AP
scores is directly tied to the idea that the meritocracy is a myth because those who can afford to
live in the best neighborhoods, attend the best secondary schools, and hire the best tutors are
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rewarded. As Carnevale et al. (2020) note, “Fates are shaped by a host of factors over which
individuals have little or no control, including race, ethnicity, gender, class, family background,
and geographic location” (p. 70). College Board, and in turn colleges and universities through
their admission and credit awarding practices, supports the claim that these exam scores provide
an objective numerical representation of a student’s comprehension of a subject (Botstein, 2019).
Kendi (2019) refutes the claim that the use of standardized tests can determine differences in
academic performance between groups and doing so is “reinforcing the oldest racist idea: Black
intellectual inferiority” (p. 101). Indeed, there must be alternative, holistic measures of
comprehension and excellence. As Kimbrough (2019), President of Dillard University, so
pointedly states, “So let’s stop discussing merit. It’s a concept that reflects power and privilege,
connections and wealth” (para. 6).
Applebaum (2005) ties the concept of meritocracy directly to color-evasive racism. The
concept of meritocracy allows white, wealthy students to continue to see their rewards, such as
being awarded college credits based on AP exam scores, as a result of their hard work. However,
this policy for awarding credits fails to recognize the inequitable system upon which both higher
education and the AP Program are built. Further, supporting a meritocracy allows white people
to divert attention away from the inherent power and privilege that exists in our educational
system (Applebaum, 2005). In this case, the AP exams are viewed as objective and open to all
(College Board, 2020a). In turn, responsibility of success or failure is placed upon the individual,
ignoring the system of social, economic, and cultural privilege that is tied to whiteness
(Appelbaum, 2005).
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Standardized Tests Uphold the Meritocracy Myth
The AP Program uses standardized test scores whereby colleges and universities award
credits based solely on the results of these single test scores (College Board, 2020a). There is a
dearth of published scholarly research on the assessment of the equity or bias of the standardized
exams administered by the College Board for the AP Program. However, there is research
published on other standardized tests, and I will use these examples to articulate the point that
standardized tests are inherently biased (Carnevale et al., 2020). SAT scores have a strong
correlation to family income, often referred to as the Student Affluence Test. “In fact, admissions
systems that consider grades and family incomes would be nearly as effective at predicting firstyear college performance as are current systems that consider high school grades and
standardized test scores” (Carnevale et al., 2020, p. 106).
Testing as Big Business
Standardized tests, such as the ACT and SAT, are money-making enterprises, and College
Board has a vested interest in promoting the use of exam scores for decision-making (Carnevale
et al., 2020; Hoover, 2020). According to a recent article highlighting the impact of the pandemic
on standardized test-taking, Hoover (2020) highlighted the billions of dollars exchanged in the
name of test-taking. Students pay for testing, university admissions offices pay for test scores
and personal information, merit aid is based on test results, and colleges tout their elite status
based on admitted students’ results. Standardized testing is a high-stake, multi-million-dollar
enterprise.
Access to Testing
Hoover (2020) noted the many inequities with test-taking that have come to light during
the pandemic. Hoover (2020) presses higher education leaders to consider revising policies and
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practices that perpetuate educational inequities, asking readers, “If an admissions policy
disproportionately harms low-income and underrepresented minority students, is it right, in this
broken world, to cling to that policy?” (para. 6). Although College Board (2020a) claimed to
offer the tests due to student demand during the pandemic, Hoover shared stories of how lowincome and minoritized students were negatively impacted. From lack of access to adequate
technology and internet to caring for siblings and dying parents, offering the tests at home did
not level the playing field. Just as these students worried about being accepted into colleges and
being awarded merit aid, students may worry about receiving a high enough score on an AP
exam to be awarded college credit. Much like colleges that have gone test-optional and have had
to develop more time-consuming methods to evaluate students, there may be opportunities for
college administrators to evaluate their own policies for awarding credit based on an exam score.
Finding Alternatives to Testing
Since the start of the pandemic, significant attention has surfaced in the media and news
publications around the administration and results of standardized testing (Hoover, 2020;
Strauss, 2020; UC Office of the President, 2020). In an unprecedented move, the ACT and SAT
were both canceled in the spring and summer of 2020 (Strauss, 2020). This led college and
university teams to reconsider their policies for admission (UC Office of the President, 2020). In
fact, all of the Ivy League institutions and over 1,250 other higher education institutions joined
the list of colleges and universities who are providing flexibility for test scores or going testoptional for the high school Class of 2021 (Strauss, 2020). Due to the issues with administering
the AP exams to students taking the tests at home and other issues brought on by both the
pandemic and attention drawn to systemic racism after the murder of George Floyd, the
conversation to “develop and implement performance-based assessment systems that enhance
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academic quality and equity by focusing on improvements in student work done over time” has
been ignited (Strauss, 2020, para. 47).
Standardized Test Scores Challenged as Inequitable
Standardized test scores are used as a tool to evaluate incoming college students during
the admission selection process. However, recent studies have shown that cumulative high
school GPA may be a better predictor of future college success than a single test score.
Allensworth and Clark (2020) analyzed the impact of high school GPA and ACT score on
college graduation rates. They found that high school GPA is a stronger predictor, up to five
times stronger, than ACT score across all high schools. Allensworth and Clark (2020) noted the
various components that comprise a high school GPA differ from a single attempt to demonstrate
learning through one standardized exam score. High school GPAs represent the many grades
earned in various courses taught by different teachers over a period of four years. The fact that
high school GPAs are a reflection of all of these different criteria, including skills and behaviors
needed in college, makes them a strong predictor of future success in college (Allensworth &
Clark, 2020). This does not mean standardized test scores are useless. Test scores do provide
valuable signals about all students at a specific school. When reviewed more holistically, the
average test scores for an entire school population can provide “additional information about
students’ likelihood of graduating above and beyond students’ individual HSGPAs. For judging
college readiness, school-average ACT scores would provide a stronger prediction than students’
individual scores” (Allensworth & Clark, 2020, p. 209). This research appears to point to GPA
over standardized test score as a stronger predictor of college success.
In additional supporting research, Hiss and Franks (2014) found that students who
submitted standardized test scores did not have significantly better outcomes (e.g. higher GPAs
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or graduation rates) when compared to students who did not submit scores. This could have
implications for other exam scores used to reward students. Hiss and Franks (2014) went on to
find that students who did not submit test scores were more likely to be first-generation college
students, from minoritized groups, identified as women, Pell grant recipients, and students with
disabilities. These standardized tests are required to qualify for certain merit-based aid at some
institutions; however, Hiss and Franks (2014) found that many non-submitters outperformed
submitters who received merit-based awards. This is just one more example of using
standardized testing to provide more agency to some privileged groups of students, further
widening the education gap in the United States. Hiss and Franks (2014) posit that these nonsubmitting high school students, who may not do well on standardized tests, have proven through
their outcomes that they can succeed in college. Further evidence was highlighted in a 2007
study conducted by Sadler and Tai, whereby they found that completion of science Honors and
AP courses were predictors of greater success in future science college courses. Increases in
grades in these courses in high school predicted higher grades in college. In addition, passing an
AP exam with a score that met the criteria to award college credit predicted an even higher grade
in the college course.
Colleges and University Respond to Inequities in Testing Outcomes
A recent NPR story, Johnson (2019) highlighted an anticipated lawsuit against the
University of California system. The lawsuit claimed that the use of standardized exam scores as
a determinant factor in admission decisions for students is both illegal and unconstitutional,
“…exacerbating inequities in the public school system and keeping out deserving students every
admissions cycle” (Johnson, 2019, para. 5). The article further highlighted research that links
high exam scores to family income. Hoover (2019) further emphasized the claims of
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discriminatory practices and cited the use of these scores as violating antidiscrimination statuses
by “relying on assessment tools that benefit some groups more than others” (para. 3) and
ultimately result in “‘harm [to] underrepresented minority students’” (para. 15). In May 2020, the
UC system unanimously approved suspending standardized exam scores as a requirement for
admission consideration (UC Office of the President, 2020).
Multiple Measures for a Diverse Student Population
In reaction to the study conducted by Allensworth and Clark (2020), where they found
that high school grades are a better predictor of a student graduating from college than ACT
scores, Colby, a spokesman for ACT, stated that it is best to take a “holistic view of students and
consider multiple factors. Therefore, the goal is not to identify the single best predictor but the
combination of relevant factors needed for college success…” when making admission decisions
and predicting future performance (Jaschik, 2020, para. 4). Both SAT, a standardized college
entrance exam similar to the ACT, and AP exams are administered by College Board, so it
appears contradictory that SAT or ACT scores should be considered as just one factor in college
decisions; yet, AP exam scores are the single determinant for awarding college credit to students
who have completed a full year of academic work in a subject. Educational administrators are
tasked with understanding the inequitable outcomes of upholding a policy that is based on exam
scores and seeking solutions that will support more equitable outcomes for all students.
College Board is committed to access and equitable outcomes for minoritized populations
who were not historically invited to participate in the AP Program (College Board, 2020a).
Ladson-Billings (2013) introduces New Century students, the students who are currently
occupying classrooms and programs, and highlights the ways in which this new generation of
students gains their information and desires to learn:
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These young people are not slackers who do not care about education. Quite the contrary,
they desire to be deeply engaged in learning. But they do not want to receive a passive
education where rote memorization and regurgitation passes for learning. They want to
innovate, create, and implement (Ladson-Billings, 2013, p. 108).
The current process for awarding college credits for AP Exam scores does not necessarily allow
for this kind of demonstration of learning, as there is a lot of emphasis on memorization and
teaching to the test rather than in-depth, project-based opportunities (Parker et al., 2011; Patrick
et al., 2011).
All of this research that highlights the myth of the meritocracy, and the inequities in
rewards based on standardized tests begs questions about the structure of the AP Program. Are
exam scores better predictors of comprehension or should more weight be placed on grades for
awarding college credit for AP courses? Should certain groups of students be punished by
missing out on merit awards or being awarded college credits for work completed in high school
that is based solely on exam scores, even though there is evidence that performance on
standardized exams is directly correlated to family wealth? Could grades and/or portfolios that
highlight comprehension in AP courses be determinants for awarding credit? The current study
calls on educational administrators to wrestle with these questions to further explore the data and
address any inequities in the outcomes of the AP Program.
Theoretical Framework
The following section covers the theoretical framework upon which this study is based. It
provides an overview of the theories and models that set the foundation for this study.
Bourdieu’s Social Reproduction Theory, Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth Model, and
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Critical Whiteness Studies are employed to connect various forms of capital to the AP Program
and tie privilege and whiteness to inequities in education.
Social Reproduction
This study is rooted primarily in Bourdieu’s (1977, 1986) theory of social reproduction.
In Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction, the sociologist outlines three foundational forms of
capital that impact social reproduction. These forms of capital are economic capital, cultural
capital, and social capital. Economic capital refers to financial resources such as money or things
that may easily be converted to money. Cultural capital refers to intellect and knowledge as
resources. These resources can be symbols or material objects that society values. Social capital
is the network and relationships that lead to access to resources. These forms of capital are
passed on from one generation to the next and social systems and structures work to reinforce
inequities (Patton et al., 2016). The educational system continues to privilege wealthy, white
students, and it reproduces these educated citizens from one generation to the next. There is
some criticism that Bourdieu did not adequately articulate and define what constitutes the
various forms of capital and how they are converted; however, the theory does acknowledge
material and non-material resources that contribute to the cycle of social reproduction (Sullivan,
2002).
The current study focuses on how educational inequities continue to perpetuate
stratification along lines of class, race, and sex, where white, middle- and upper-class male
students continue to hold more power and privilege than their marginalized peers. Bourdieu
posits that the educational system hides behind the façade of equity and a meritocracy, and
further perpetuates the distribution of wealth among the privileged (Bourdieu, 1990).
Marginalized and oppressed students often lack access to and the opportunity to accumulate the
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economic, cultural, and social capital that helps students advance and find success along their
educational journey (Carnevale et al., 2020; Gable, 2021; Patton et al., 2016). This unequal
distribution and accumulation of capital allows those with privilege to have the resources to
invest to gain more privilege, replicating generational advantage or disadvantage (St. John et al.,
2011).
Coleman (1988) found that social capital developed through attention and trust between
parents and their children may create more capital for high school students, leading them to
persist and graduate at higher rates than students who lack social capital. In addition, Coleman
found that community social capital may compensate for lack of family social capital, meaning
another caring adult such as a teacher or counselor can help a student build social capital.
Marginalized students are not granted the same access to draw upon the same resources and
opportunities that set their more privileged peers up for success in college. Patton et al. (2016)
noted that students’ successes are often a result of what appear to be good choices. However, our
structures and systems fail to recognize that “these choices are manufactured through structural
inequality, which ensures that only certain groups of people have access to certain choices”
(Patton et al., 2016, p. 261). For the purposes of this research, engagement in and successful
completion of AP courses and exams could mistakenly be viewed as a choice that some students
select and therefore build up their likelihood for success in college. However, through social
reproduction, these are actually not simply different choices; rather, they are part of a bigger
system that is tied closely to the power and privilege held by the upper class (Patton et al., 2016).
Capital and the AP Program
Economic, cultural, and social capital are tied to AP courses and exams through funding
levels for schools, navigating the educational system, access to networks of highly credentialed
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teachers and counselors, and ability to purchase study guides and pay tutors (College Board,
2020a; Kolluri, 2018; Rodriguez & McGuire, 2019). Carnevale et al. (2020) refer to market
mechanisms that exacerbate the unequal distribution of educational wealth. I translate the theory
of social reproduction model to the AP Program and awarding college credits based on exam
scores. It takes so much support and information to navigate the AP Program. Accumulated
cultural and social capital leads some students to have an advocate as early as middle school in
order to be tracked into the right courses, and economic capital leads some students be able to
pay for an AP exam or pay to request a transcript for a college to evaluate. This unequal
distribution and accumulation of capital allows those with privilege to have the resources to
invest to gain more privilege, replicating generational advantage or disadvantage (Bourdieu,
1990).
Knowing how to navigate the hidden curriculum, a set of unwritten lessons, rules, and
messages that are often unquestioned and unexamined and at times only understood and
practiced by those in positions of power, is another form of cultural and social capital. Students
who have access to resources and know how to navigate the system ultimately get even further
ahead of the rest by reaping the benefits that are rewarded to those who follow the rules
(Schandevel, 2019).
We call this the hidden curriculum, a kind of implicit know-how students need to have
(but are never explicitly required to learn), in order to succeed in academia.
Unsurprisingly, the division between who knows the hidden curriculum and who doesn’t
often mirrors and reinforces existing social inequalities (Schandevel, 2019, para. 4).
The accumulation of cultural and social capital in terms of knowing how to navigate the hidden
curriculum leads to accumulating educational wealth that can be translated into real cost savings,
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in the form of time and money, for students. They have less student debt, shorten their time to
degree completion, and enter the workforce earlier (Evans, 2019; Smith et al., 2017; Warne,
2017). Awarding college credits based on AP exam scores is one example of how students who
have accumulated economic, cultural, and social capital are rewarded, and this practice works to
preserve social reproduction.
Community Cultural Wealth Model
Yosso (2005) challenges Bourdieu’s notion of capital, specifically that Bourdieu views
those who do not possess economic, cultural, and social capital as having deficits. Bourdieu’s
theory measures all people against a white, middle-class norm. Yosso (2005) highlights various
other forms of capital through the Community Cultural Wealth Model. These forms of capital
include aspirational capital, linguistic capital, familial capital, social capital, navigational capital,
and resistant capital. I aimed to employ this model when I analyzed the results of this study.
I analyzed the results of this study through an asset-based lens, in order to consider how
to award credit in ways that may lead to more equitable outcomes for all students who engage in
the AP Program. I looked for ways that the system is falling short of serving all students
equitably rather than focusing on the deficits of individual students. For example, a standardized
test score is just one way, a way rooted in race and class privilege, to award college credit for the
completion of rigorous coursework (NCFOT, 2019). According to the National Center for Fair
and Open Testing (2019), standardized tests are inherently biased, scores are linked to family
income, and many schools are dropping the test requirement as part of the process for admission.
There is a connection between outcomes based on standardized testing and the accumulation of
economic, cultural, and social capital (Carnevale et al., 2020). Should this imply that those who
have not had the opportunity to accumulate these forms of capital, and as a result do poorly on
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exams, should not be awarded college credits? Are there other ways for students to demonstrate
learning or comprehension based on Yosso’s various forms of capital? The results of this study
were analyzed using a critical, asset-based lens, challenging the dominant ideology that access to
AP courses and exams and the practice of awarding college credit based on exam scores uphold
an inequitable educational structure (College Board, 2020a).
Critical Whiteness Studies
Finally, this study is rooted in Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS), its “aim is to reveal the
invisible structures that produce and reproduce white supremacy and privilege" and "presumes a
certain conception of racism that is connected to white supremacy” (Applebaum, 2016, para. 2).
Critical Whiteness Studies challenges the concept of whiteness as it “relates to a system and
process that keeps those who are in dominant positions from recognizing or understanding how
inequalities and racism operate in society” (Yee, 2008, para. 3). This study challenges both
higher education and the AP Program, along with policies and practices associated with both of
these systems. Further, applying White Racial Identity (Helms, 1990) to higher education as a
racist system, it is the responsibility of administrators to create anti-racist institutions by
interrogating “policies, laws, and regulations whose purpose is to maintain the economic and
social advantages of Whites over non-Whites” (p. 49). Rather than blaming educational
inequities on the BIPOC community, leaders must strive to analyze systems of oppression and
how they are built to advantage white students.
As a white administrator and researcher, I must question and explore the policy of
awarding college credit based on AP exam scores through a racial lens and work to abandon
practices infused with racism. Ladson-Billings (2013) calls upon educational researchers to
address the educational debt that some have accumulated in the U.S., confirming that any and all
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educational research, including quantitative, qualitative, large-scale, and small-scale should be
employed if researchers are using their skills and power to address issues of public concern
surrounding educational inequities. Changing white systems, instead of seeking deficiencies in
BIPOC students or asking BIPOC students to conform to white ways within the system of higher
education, is one step towards creating an anti-racist institution (Applebaum, 2016; Helms, 1990;
Yee, 2008). As Helms (1990) articulates, we must abandon the belief in white superiority by
requiring others to “function more like Whites on White criteria for success and acceptability
rather than recognizing that such criteria might be inappropriate and/or too narrowly defined” (p.
61).
Those in positions of power have the connections and resources to make change on
college campuses (Goodman, 2011). Kendi (2019) affirms this as the role of an activist, “If a
person has no record of power or policy change, then that person is not an activist” (p. 209). One
of these responsibilities includes making the hidden curriculum known to all, so all students can
understand expectations and how to navigate the educational system to reap the benefits. As
Thompson (2003) notes, in order for social change to take place, we need to decenter whiteness.
Harris et al. (2015) state that diversity initiatives continue to center whiteness as normative and
call for radical reform if we want to see substantive outcomes in academia. Accapadi (2007)
further challenges us to consider which behaviors are punished and which behaviors are
rewarded. White people have set the standards in higher education, so they are set up to succeed
(Accapadi, 2007). When students respond in the right or white way, they move forward and
succeed in higher education. Our systems promote administrators to take a color-evasive
approach to our policies in higher education (Annamma et al., 2017). However, if we do not
address and change the racial inequality in our policies, we cannot expect our outcomes to
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improve. Race is linked to outcomes in the U.S. and ignoring race does not do our students any
good (Annamma et al., 2017). We need to empower students through our policies and practices
in higher education, so that we are setting all students up for success.
All of these paradigms invite us to question the dominant or white way of thinking,
being, and achieving. Throughout this study, I aimed to de-center whiteness in order to inform
practice and policy surrounding AP exams and awarding college credits. As Cabrera et al. (2017)
so boldly stated, “Unfortunately, one of the biggest gaps in Whiteness studies is how it pertains
to higher education policy. Higher education policy is in need of incorporating critical Whiteness
perspectives…” (p.10). This research aimed to explore any differences along race, class, and sex
lines and awarding college credits based solely on AP exam scores at the institutional level.
Current Research Suggestions
A number of researchers have published recent studies based on analyzing the large,
publicly available College Board (2020a) data sets (Evans, 2019; Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Kolluri,
2018; Patrick et al., 2020; Rodriguez & McGuire, 2019; Sadler & Tai, 2007; Smith et al., 2017;
Warne, 2017). There is a dearth of more localized studies that consider the data at the
institutional level. Researchers who have conducted initial studies using the big data published
by College Board recommend future researchers conduct analyses of institutional-level data
(Kolluri, 2018; Rodriguez & McGuire, 2019; Smith et al., 2017; Warne, 2017). By studying
institutional-level data, I am contributing to the current research by adding meso-level and
individual-level analyses for students, families, educators, and administrators. Based on the
results of the current study, I hope to provide guidance on institutional policy for awarding
credits to students who successfully complete an AP course but do not earn credit through the
current structure based on a single exam score.
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Conclusion
In this chapter, I provided a brief history of higher education in the United States through
the lenses of racism, classism, and sexism. This included a look at institutions of higher
education as racialized organizations. The final piece of history included an understanding of
how minoritized populations are carrying a heavy load of educational debt. The AP Program’s
structure, history, and trends in access were reviewed within this same context. In addition, this
literature review highlighted indicators of persistence and completion, including accumulated
college credits. Gaps and inequities, including structure, access to courses, educator bias,
underrepresentation among teachers and the curriculum, costs, and exam scores were covered in
this section. Inequitable outcomes for the high school Class of 2019 were broken down by race,
class, and sex. I employed the meritocracy myth to standardized testing to demonstrate how these
tests are biased and not the best indicators of comprehension or future success, and they
perpetuate educational inequities between BIPOC students and white students and wealthy
students and poor students. The final section covered the theoretical framework upon which this
research is based. The three-pronged approach includes Bourdieu’s Social Reproduction Theory,
Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth Model, and Critical Whiteness Studies. The current
research suggestions highlighted the need for analysis of institutional- and individual-level data.
The next chapter outlines the methodology for this study.
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Chapter 3: Methods
This study focused on inequitable outcomes that persist based on policies and practices in
the AP Program and higher education. The results of this study add to the current literature on
the AP Program and outcomes at the macro-level by providing more localized, institutional
results. This study further contributes to filling the gap in research on the nexus of Critical
Whiteness Studies and higher education policy (Cabrera et al., 2017). In addition, this study
provides guidance on how college credit is awarded at individual colleges and universities.
Transfer policies vary by institution. At private colleges and universities, transfer policies are set
at the institutional level. By identifying any gaps in educational equity by race, class, or sex,
administrators should consider updating policies and practices with alternative, more equitable
ways for students to be awarded college credit for completing AP courses. More broadly, this
study has the potential to inspire administrators to review institutional data in all areas to
determine if inequities in outcomes along race, class, and sex exist. Then, leaders can work
towards policy reform that will start to remove the layers of discrimination that academia is built
upon, so that all college students may experience equal opportunity to reap the benefits of and
thrive in higher education. In this chapter, I outline the methodology, research questions, data
collection and analyses, assumptions, and research perspective that were employed for this study.
Methodology
The current literature on the AP Program includes work wherein researchers analyzed
large, national data sets and provide broad, general outcomes for all exam takers (College Board,
2020a; Evans, 2019; Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Kolluri, 2018; Patrick et al., 2020; Rodriguez &
McGuire, 2019; Sadler & Tai, 2007; Smith et al., 2017; Warne, 2017). There is a call from some
of these researchers that more localized studies at the institutional level and studies that are
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rooted in critical theories are needed, so that policy-makers and those in power can start to
address the inequities within and the outcomes of the AP Program (Kolluri, 2018; Rodriguez &
McGuire, 2019; Smith et al., 2017; Warne, 2017). Additionally, researchers found that students
who earn college credit based on AP exam scores are more likely to persist and graduate from
college (Evans, 2019; Warne, 2017). Through the current study, I sought to begin to fill these
gaps and recommend updated policies and practices for awarding college credit more equitably
at the institutional level.
Research Questions
Based on the review of the literature which highlights beneficial outcomes including
credits awarded to students, I explored how race, class, and sex predict the number of credits
awarded based on AP exam scores through the following research questions (Evans, 2019; Smith
et al., 2017; Warne, 2017).
1. How does race predict the number of college credits awarded to a student based on
AP exam scores?
2. How does class predict the number of college credits awarded to a student based on
AP exam scores?
3. How does sex predict the number of college credits awarded to a student based on AP
exam scores?
Research Perspective
This research study is guided by the principles of critical quantitative research, as I
sought to analyze the outcomes based on inequitable policies and practices for awarding college
credits based on AP exam scores across race, class, and sex. My primary focus was on asking
challenging, critical research questions within the context of a practitioner-researcher’s work
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(Stage, 2007). Through this critical approach to analyzing an outcome that may result from
inequitable college and university policies, I sought to challenge existing structures that
potentially perpetuate educational inequities. As Stage and Wells (2014) point out, a quantitative
criticalist studies outcomes, in this case awarding college credit for AP exam scores, and seeks to
point out issues with an inequitable structure, “The term quantitative criticalist was used to
describe a researcher who used quantitative methods to represent educational processes and
outcomes to reveal inequities and to identify perpetuation of those that were systematic” (Stage
& Wells, 2014, p. 1). In line with the quantitative criticalist perspective, I specifically tie facts to
values, acknowledge power and privilege, and address oppression in education to improve upon
institutional equity goals and outcomes for marginalized students.
Research Design
Throughout this study, I employed a critical quantitative research design. I analyzed
existing data from a small, private, liberal arts and professional studies university in the
Midwest. Through quantitative analyses, employing simple linear regressions and a multiple
linear regression, I examined how race, class, and sex predict the number of credits awarded
based on AP exam scores for first-year college students at the focus institution. Using IBM SPSS
Statistics version 25.0 (SPSS 25.0), I employed two linear regressions and one multiple linear
regression (MLR) to analyze how the independent variables (race, Pell grant eligibility status,
first-generation status, and sex) predict the dependent variable (the number of college credits
awarded to students based on AP exam scores) (Muijs, 2016). I chose these statistical analyses
tools because, as stated in my research questions, I sought to understand how the categorical
independent variables may predict the continuous independent variable. The data that I analyzed
in this study represent students from three different entry term cohorts. In order to determine if
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there were any significant differences between the students in the different entry term cohorts, I
employed a univariate Analysis of Variance (ANOVA).
Simple Linear Regression
A linear regression is a simple but powerful tool, where a mathematical equation is used
to find a best-fit line for the data that represents a linear relationship between one predictor
variable and one criterion variable (Steinberg, 2011). Due to the causation relationship
determined by a regression, the independent variable is typically referenced as the predictor
variable, and the dependent variable is typically referenced as the criterion variable in statistical
research (Steinberg, 2011). However, it is more common in educational research to use the terms
independent variable and dependent variable (Muijs, 2016). These are the terms that will be used
throughout the current study. A simple linear regression is typically performed to determine the
relationship or effect that one independent variable has on one continuous dependent variable
(Muijs, 2016). The dependent variable in a linear regression must be a continuous variable, and
in this study, the number of credits awarded is a continuous variable. There are a couple of issues
to consider with a linear regression. The data do not always fit very well to a line, and outliers
which are rare and often individual cases of data at the extreme ends of the range can impact the
prediction line (Steinberg, 2011).
Multiple Linear Regression
A multiple linear regression (MLR) is similar to a simple linear regression; however, an
MLR considers how two or more independent variables predict the dependent variable. An MLR
is typically performed when there is more than one independent variable that may be predicting
the effect on the continuous dependent variable (Muijs, 2016). An MLR “estimates how much
variance in the dependent variable is accounted for by these independent variables” (Punch &
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Oancea, 2014). In this study, an MLR is employed to determine how class, which is defined by
two independent variables (1) Pell grant eligibility status and (2) first-generation status, may
predict the number of credits awarded based on AP exam scores. Using an MLR to analyze these
data ensures that the measurement of the effect of one variable takes the effect of the relationship
of the other variable into account (Muijs, 2016). In addition to the drawbacks outlined above for
a simple linear regression that also apply to an MLR, there may be issues of multicollinearity, a
relationship or overlap in the independent variables.
Univariate ANOVA
I employed a univariate ANOVA to determine if there were any significant differences
between the entry term cohorts. A univariate ANOVA compares the variance of means of the
continuous dependent variable within groups to the variance of means of the continuous
dependent variable between groups to see if they are equal or significantly different (Muijs,
2016). Further, an ANOVA can determine the interaction effects under different conditions to
reveal if these are significantly different. There are two issues to consider with an ANOVA. An
ANOVA assumes that the population distributions are normal and that the variances in each
group are equal (Muijs, 2016).
Instrument
This study does not employ the use of an instrument. I analyzed existing data sets.
Data Collection
I received IRB approval from St. Cloud State University and the focus university where
the data were obtained through the focus university’s Student Information System (SIS). Upon
approval, I worked with the university’s IT department to acquire the required demographic
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information and matched these data to other academic fields in the SIS using the Student ID
number. These data were stored on a password protected laptop in a secured location.
Research Setting
The focus university is a small, private, liberal arts and professional studies university
located in the Midwest. The university is recognized as an anchor institution. An anchor
institution shows its commitment to increasing community wealth by making strategic
investments, hiring neighbors, sharing facilities, and collaborating with groups to serve with the
surrounding community, all guided by the principles of equity and reciprocity (CommunityWealth, 2021). The university’s mission highlights its commitment to intentional diversity,
inclusion, equity, and intercultural competency. In the wake of the racial and social awakening
that gained global attention after the murder of George Floyd in 2020, the university made a
public commitment to becoming an anti-racist institution.
The institution follows an open access model for admissions’ practices. The diversity of
the student population at the focus university has increased dramatically in recent years. Just five
years ago, 38% of the incoming first-year class identified as diverse students, and in Fall 2019,
74% of the incoming first-year class identified as “diverse” students. In addition, nearly 40% of
first-year students are first-generation college students. The students entering in Fall 2019
comprised the largest and most diverse undergraduate student body in the institution’s 150-year
history. Although the institution has seen some fluctuations in four- and six- year graduation
rates, most recently, fall-to-fall retention rates have started to climb. In a recent report to the
Board of Regents, institutional leaders attributed part of this increase to progressive policy and
practice reform.
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Sample
The data for this study included 1,490 students who enrolled as first-year college students
in Fall 2019, 2018, and 2017. The sub-population, students who had been awarded credits based
on AP exam scores, includes 219 students from the total population. The following data points
were collected: student ID number, date of birth, high school attended, high school GPA,
ACT/SAT score, race, ethnicity, Pell eligibility, first-generation status, sex, gender identity,
gender pronouns, number and title of AP courses taken in high school, high school grades for AP
courses, AP Exam scores, number of credits awarded via AP achievement (AP credits), first-term
GPA, and enrollment status in term immediately following entry term.
Variables
Research results have confirmed that there are persistent equity gaps between white and
BIPOC students, between poor and wealthy students, and between male and female students
(Carnevale et al., 2020). These gaps also exist in the AP Program outcome, between students
who receive scores of 3 or higher on an AP exam and those who do not score 3 or higher, the
score that typically equates to being awarded college credit at most higher education institutions
(Kolluri, 2018; Rodriguez & McGuire, 2019). The dependent and independent variables used in
this study are outlined in the following sections for each research question.
Dependent and Independent Variables
In this section, I outline the dependent and independent variables for each research
question. The independent variables for this study are (a) race, defined as BIPOC or white; (b)
class, comprised of Pell grant eligibility status and first-generation status; and (c) sex defined a
male or female. The dependent variable for this study is the number of college credits awarded
based on AP exam scores.

64
Research Question 1 (RQ1): How Does Race Predict the Number of College Credits
Awarded to a Student Based on AP Exam Scores? The dependent variable for this research
question is the number of college credits that were awarded based on AP exam scores. The
number of college credits awarded based on AP exam scores is based on institutional transfer
policies. At the focus institution the number of credits awarded range from 3 credits to 32 credits.
The minimum number of credits (3) represents the typical minimum number of credits awarded
for one semester-long course, and the maximum number of credits (32) represents the maximum
number of credits the focus institution will award based on exams that demonstrate prior
learning. This credit range may vary at other institutions. The independent variable for this
research question is race. For this study, race is defined as socially constructed categories used to
classify people based on physical characteristics and common cultural origins. Students selfselect this demographic identity during the admission process on the application based on the
categories provided. There are seven categories available on the Common Application (Common
App), an online application form used by over 700 institutions, and the focus university
application. These race categories include: American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, Black/African
American, Hispanic/Latinx, Multi-Racial, Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, and White. If
a student selects more than one category, they are considered Multi-Racial.
Research Question 2 (RQ2): How Does Class Predict the Number of College Credits
Awarded to a Student Based on AP Exam Scores? The dependent variable for this research
question is the number of college credits that were awarded based on AP exam scores. The
number of college credits awarded based on AP exam scores ranged from 3 credits to 32 credits
as noted for RQ1. The independent variables for this research question are Pell grant eligibility
status and first-generation status. Pell grant eligibility status is determined based on the student’s
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family income that is reported on the FAFSA. Students who are eligible to receive a federal Pell
grant are coded as having eligibility status. These students are classified as low-income, poor, or
from a low-SES background. Students who do not qualify to receive a Pell grant are coded as
non-Pell grant eligible or not having Pell grant eligibility status. These students are classified as
wealthy. First-generation status is defined by the institution. This status requires both mother and
father be listed on the application by the student and both are marked as having not received a
degree. Students who meet these criteria are coded as having first-generation status. Students
who do not meet these criteria are coded as not having first-generation status and are referred to
as continuing-generation students. Continuing-generation status requires that a relative such as
mother, father, grandmother, grandfather or legal guardian is marked by the student on the
application as having an associate’s degree or higher.
Research Question 3 (RQ3): How Does Sex Predict the Number of College Credits
Awarded to a Student Based on AP Exam Scores? The dependent variable for this research
question is the number of college credits that were awarded based on AP exam scores. The
number of college credits awarded based on AP exam scores ranged from 3 credits to 32 credits
as noted for RQ1. The independent variable for this research question is sex. Sex is defined by
the two categories used to classify people based on sex assigned at birth or legal sex. Students
self-select male or female on the application for admissions.
Placeholder-Coding (Dummy-Coding) for Independent Variables
As a critical quantitative researcher, I will use the term placeholder-coding instead of the
ableist term dummy-coding in this and future sections of this study. Regressions are built to use
continuous variables (Muijs, 2016). Placeholder-coding is used to prepare nominal data for a
regression analysis. It is a method used to recode nominal variables into numbers (0 or 1) that
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represent the category and the constant referent group. This method is not without issues. One
issue that placeholder-coding presents is that the researcher must select a constant referent group.
All other independent variables are only compared to that constant referent group (Muijs, 2016).
For this study, there are only two categories for each independent variable being considered, so
this issue is not a concern.
In the race regression for RQ1, I combined all minoritized students into the racial
category BIPOC since the individual racial categories other than white were quite small. I
placeholder-coded BIPOC students as the constant referent group and compared white students
to this group. As a critical quantitative researcher, I intentionally chose to placeholder-code
BIPOC students as the common referent group for RQ1. This practice intentionality challenges
the widely accepted research practice of making the common referent group the white group and
comparing all other racial groups to the white group. This research practice has implications for
what is considered the norm or standard group (Applebaum, 2016; Cabrera, 2017; Helms, 1990;
Stage & Wells, 2014; Yee, 2008).
In the class MLR for RQ2, I placeholder-coded students who are non-Pell grant eligible
and continuing-generation as the constant referent group. I compared students who are Pell grant
eligible and students who have first-generation status to this constant referent group. For the final
regression for RQ3 on sex variables, I placeholder-coded male as the constant referent group.
These variables are included in the analyses because scholars have noted these factors are
correlated to college student outcomes (Mayhew et al., 2016).
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Analyses
In this section, I will outline the analyses employed for this study to answer each of the
research questions. I will provide an overview of the statistical model and assumptions
associated with that model used to answer each research question.
Simple Linear Regression
According to Muijs (2016), even though linear regressions are designed to be employed
with all continuous variables, they are “robust” tools that work well and can be employed even if
the assumption that all variables are continuous is not met. The employment of linear regressions
with some nominal, categorical variables was taken into consideration when I interpreted the
results of these analyses.
Model for Linear Regression
The equation for a simple linear regression is
Ŷ = b0 + b1 X1 + ε
where Ŷ is the dependent variable or the predicted number of credits awarded, X is the
independent variable, in this study it would be race for RQ1 or sex for RQ3, b0 is the intercept or
Ŷ when X = 0 or in this study BIPOC for RQ1 or Male for RQ3 which are the constants, and b1
is the slope or coefficient which represents the rate that Ŷ changes if X changes by one unit, and
ε is the error value (Muijs, 2011). Simple linear regressions were run to answer RQ1 and RQ3.
Research Question 1 (RQ1): How Does Race Predict the Number of College Credits
Awarded to a Student Based on AP Exam Scores? I used SPSS 25.0 to perform a simple
linear regression to examine how the independent variable, race, predicts the dependent variable,
number of college credits awarded based on AP exam scores. I compared white students to
BIPOC students.
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Research Question 3 (RQ3): How Does Sex Predict the Number of College Credits
Awarded to a Student Based on AP Exam Scores? I used SPSS 25.0 to perform a simple
linear regression to see how the independent variable, sex, predicts the dependent variable,
number of college credits awarded based on AP exam scores. I compared female students to
male students.
Assumptions for Simple Linear Regression
The statistical analyses employed in this study ignore missing values and consider the
sample size as adequate but not too large that it misrepresents significance (Muijs, 2011). The
use of a linear regression to create a model and interpret it is contingent on meeting several
assumptions, including (a) normality, (b) linearity, (c) homoscedasticity, and (d) no extreme
outliers. Tests of these assumptions are outlined below.
Normality. Normality is an assumption of linear regression (Punch & Oancea, 2014).
The mathematical equation used to predict the dependent variable assumes a normal distribution
of the data. I used SPSS 25.0 to create a histogram, and I determined that there is evidence that
the distribution of the number of credits awarded is relatively normal (see Figure 1). The data are
skewed right because the majority of students were awarded credits for one or two AP exam
scores worth four or eight credits, respectively. When I examined the statistics (M = 8.06, SD =
5.74), the skewness and kurtosis confirm that this is a normal distribution (skewness = 1.828 and
kurtosis = 3.293).
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Figure 1
Histogram Showing Normality of Credits Awarded to All Students

I used SPSS 25.0 to create histograms for the independent variable in RQ1 (see Figures 1 and 2).
Upon review of Figure 2, I confirmed that credits awarded to BIPOC students are normally
distributed. When I examined the statistics (M = 7.01, SD = 5.25), the skewness and kurtosis
confirm that this is a normal distribution (skewness = 2.624 and kurtosis = 8.061). Upon review
of Figure 3, I confirmed that credits awarded to white students are normally distributed. When I
examined the statistics (M = 8.89, SD = 6.15), the skewness and kurtosis confirm that this is a
normal distribution (skewness = 1.423 and kurtosis = 1.515).
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Figure 2
Histogram Showing Normality of Credits for BIPOC Students

Figure 3
Histogram Showing Normality of Credits for White Students
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I used SPSS 25.0 to create the histograms for the independent variables for RQ 3 (see Figures 4
and 5). Upon review of Figure 4, I confirmed that credits are normally distributed for male
students. When I examined the statistics (M = 8.40, SD = 6.08), the skewness and kurtosis
confirm that this is a normal distribution (skewness = 1.720 and kurtosis = 2.598). Upon review
of Figure 5, I confirmed that credits are normally distributed for female students. When I
examined the statistics (M = 7.86, SD = 5.54), the skewness and kurtosis confirm that this is a
normal distribution (skewness = 1.916 and kurtosis = 3.981).

Figure 4
Histogram Showing Normality of Credits Awarded to Male Students
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Figure 5
Histogram Showing Normality of Credits Awarded to Female Students

Linearity. Linearity means that, when plotted, the data approximate a straight line
(Muijs, 2016). For the first linear regression that was interpreted to answer RQ1 determining
how race predicts credits awarded, I examined the scatterplot of residuals and determined that
the relationship between the independent variable and the dependent variable are relatively linear
as shown in Figure 6.
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Figure 6
Scatterplot Showing Linear Relationship Between Race and Credits

For the second linear regression that was interpreted to answer RQ3 determining how sex
predicts credits awarded, I examined the scatterplot of residuals and determined that the
relationship between the independent variable and the dependent variable are relatively linear as
shown in Figure 7.
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Figure 7
Scatterplot Showing Linear Relationship Between Sex and Credits

Homoscedasticity. Next, I examined the scatterplot to determine if homoscedasticity
assumptions were met. Homoscedasticity is a term that means the variances of the actual values
around the predictor line at each value of x are relatively similar for all values of the independent
variable (Muijs, 2016). I determined that there is random scatter and variability in of the
standardized residuals against the actual values in Figures 6 and 7.
Outliers. The casewise diagnostics were reviewed for outliers. Relative to the large
sample size, the number of outliers is minimal and do not pose an issue. Further, any outliers
identified (see Figures 6 and 7) do not detract from the predictor lines.
Multiple Linear Regression (MLR)
Similar to a simple linear regression, a multiple linear regression (MLR) is designed to
use continuous variables; however, an MLR is a very strong tool that works well even if this
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assumption is not met and nominal variables are used. The use of categorical variables was taken
into consideration when I interpreted the results of these analyses.
Model for Linear Regression
The equation for this multiple linear regression is
Ŷ = b0 + b1 X1 + b2 X2 + ε
where Ŷ is the dependent variable or the predicted number of credits awarded, b0 is the intercept
or Ŷ when X = 0 or constant, b1 is the coefficient for variable X1 or Pell eligibility status and b2 is
the coefficient for variable X2 or first-generation status, and ε is the error value (Muijs, 2016).
An MLR is typically run when there is more than one independent variable that may be
predicting the effect on the continuous dependent variable (Muijs, 2016). An MLR “estimates
how much variance in the dependent variable is accounted for by these independent variables”
(Punch & Oancea, 2014). I utilized an MLR to answer the second research question.
Research Question 2 (RQ2): How Does Class Predict the Number of College Credits
Awarded to a Student Based on AP Exam Scores? I used SPSS 25.0 to perform an MLR to
determine how class, comprised of the two independent variables, official first-generation status
and Pell grant eligibility status, may predict the number of AP credits awarded. I compared
students who were Pell grant eligible and students who had first-generation status to students
who were not Pell grant eligible and continuing-generation students.
Assumptions for Multiple Linear Regression
As stated in the linear regression section, the statistical analyses employed in this study
ignore missing values and consider the sample size as adequate but not too large that it
misrepresents significance (Muijs, 2011). The use of an MLR to create a model and interpret it is
contingent on meeting several assumptions, including (a) normality, (b) linearity, (c)
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homoscedasticity, (d) multicollinearity and (e) outliers. These assumptions and the results of the
assumption tests are outlined in the following sections.
Normality. Normality is an underlying assumption of a linear regression (Punch &
Oancea, 2014). The mathematical equation used to predict the dependent variable assumes a
normal distribution of the data. I used SPSS 25.0 to create a histogram, and I determined that
there is evidence that the distribution of the number of credits awarded is relatively normal (see
Figure 1). The data are skewed right since the majority of students were awarded credits for one
or two AP exam scores worth four or eight credits, respectively. I used SPSS 25.0 to create the
histograms for the independent variables in RQ2 (see Figures 8, 9, 10, and 11). Upon review of
Figure 8, I confirmed that credits are normally distributed among Pell eligible students. When I
examined the statistics (M = 7.22, SD = 5.36), the skewness and kurtosis confirm that this is a
normal distribution (skewness = 2.364 and kurtosis = 6.663). Upon review of Figure 9, I
confirmed that credits are normally distributed among non-Pell eligible students. When I
examined the statistics (M = 8.64, SD = 5.96), the skewness and kurtosis confirm that this is a
normal distribution (skewness = 1.568 and kurtosis = 2.181).

77
Figure 8
Histogram Showing Normality of Credits Awarded to Pell Eligible Students

Figure 9
Histogram Showing Normality of Credits Awarded to Non-Pell Eligible Students
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Upon review of Figure 10, I confirmed that credits are normally distributed among firstgeneration students. When I examined the statistics (M = 6.68, SD = 4.76), the skewness and
kurtosis confirm that this is a normal distribution (skewness = 2.449 and kurtosis = 6.860). Upon
review of Figure 11, I confirmed that credits are normally distributed among continuinggeneration students. When I examined the statistics (M = 8.77, SD = 5.95), the skewness and
kurtosis confirm that this is a normal distribution (skewness = 1.568 and kurtosis = 2.181).

Figure 10
Histogram Showing Normality of Credits Awarded to First-Gen Students
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Figure 11
Histogram Showing Normality of Credits Awarded to Continuing-Gen Students

Linearity. Linearity means that, when plotted, the data approximate a straight line
(Muijs, 2016). For the MLR regression that was interpreted to answer RQ2 determining how
class predicts credits awarded, I examined the scatterplot of residuals and determined that the
relationship between the independent variable and the dependent variable are relatively linear as
shown in Figure 12.
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Figure 12
Scatterplot Showing Linear Relationship Between Class and Credits

Homoscedasticity. I examined the scatterplots to determine if homoscedasticity
assumptions were met. Homoscedasticity is a term that means the variances of the actual values
around the predictor line at each value of x are relatively similar for all values of the independent
variable (Muijs, 2016). I determined that there is random scatter and variability in of the
standardized residuals against the actual values (see Figure 12).
Multicollinearity. Multicollinearity is an issue that can arise if the independent variables
are too strongly correlated (Muijs, 2016). This can lead to misinterpretation of the results
because it is difficult to determine how each independent variable impacts the dependent
variable. The multicollinearity assumption was not violated when I tested the relationship
between the two independent variables, Pell eligibility status and first-generation status. The
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tolerance statistic was .835 and the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) was 1.198. This signals that
there is a moderate correlation between the two independent variables, but this is not deemed a
significant issue (Steinberg, 2011).
Outliers. The casewise diagnostics were reviewed for outliers. Relative to the large
sample size, the number of outliers was minimal and does not pose an issue. Further, any outliers
identified in Figure 12 do not detract from the predictor line.
ANOVA
An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) is typically performed to compare the variance of the
means between all groups to the variance of the means within each group (Muijs, 2016; Punch &
Oancea, 2014). I performed a univariate ANOVA to determine if there were any significant
differences between the students in the three entry term cohorts. A univariate ANOVA can
determine interaction effects under different conditions to determine if they are significantly
different (Muijs, 2016). The univariate ANOVA was interpreted to determine the interaction
effects of all independent variables (race, class, and sex) on the dependent variable (credits)
under different conditions (entry terms) to determine if they were significantly different (Muijs,
2016; Punch & Oancea, 2014; Steinberg, 2011). Further, the univariate ANOVA tested if the
error variance for each dependent variable is equal across groups.
Assumptions for ANOVA
As stated in the linear regression and the MLR sections, the statistical analyses employed
in this study ignore missing values and consider the sample size as adequate but not too large
that it misrepresents significance (Muijs, 2011). Performing an ANOVA to create a model and
interpret it is contingent on meeting several assumptions, including (a) independent observations,
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(b) normality, and (c) homogeneity. These assumptions and the results of the assumption tests
are outlined below.
Independent Observations. Credits awarded based on AP exam scores could only be
recorded in one entry term, so the assumption of independent observations is considered met
(Steinberg, 2011).
Normality. Normality is an underlying assumption of many statistical models, including
an ANOVA (Punch & Oancea, 2014). The mathematical equations used to determine variances
in means assume a normal distribution of the data. I used SPSS 25.0 to create histograms which I
reviewed and determined that there is evidence that the distribution of the number of credits
awarded in each term is not normal (see Figure 13). Due to the adequate number of students in
each sample, it is permissible to ignore this violated assumption of normality and proceed
(Steinberg, 2011).

Figure 13
Histogram Showing Lack of Normality in Credits Between Entry Terms
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Homogeneity. The assumption of homogeneity is a test to see if all entry term cohorts
have the same variance. To test for homogeneity of variance, I used SPSS 25.0 to perform
Levene’s test. This test reveals that there are no significant differences in the variances of the
groups, F(2,216) = 1.93, p =.147. The assumption of homogeneity is considered met.
In this section, I provided an overview of all of the models used to analyze the data to
answer the research questions for this study. Assumptions for each model were outlined, and I
demonstrated how each assumption was tested and met before proceeding with the analyses for
this study.
Validity
Validity is a measure of how accurate an instrument is in measuring what the researcher
thinks it is measuring (Punch & Oancea, 2014). I did not use a measurement instrument for this
study, as I analyzed existing data sets. According to Muijs (2016), it is important to consider how
and why these data were originally collected. The data that I analyzed were collected from the
university’s Student Information System (SIS), a system that stores and protects the students’
education records and is considered the source of truth for student data by a college or university.
The AP exam scores were originally collected directly from official transcripts sent from the
College Board and entered into the SIS by institutional staff members. The demographic data
points of race and sex were initially self-reported on the student’s application for admission and
uploaded directly into the admissions’ database which feeds to the SIS. The final financial data
points were collected via self-reported answers on the Free Application for Federal Student Aid
(FAFSA). There is always room for human error or missing data when data is moved from a
transcript to an information system, self-reported, or reported on a FAFSA.
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Researcher Positionality
I currently serve as an Assistant Provost for Academic Administration and University
Registrar at a small, private university in the Midwest. I serve in a critical role with authority and
responsibility to uphold institutional policies, and I am in a position to recommend and provide
guidance on institutional policy and practice reform. As a white, educated, middle-class, cisgender woman, I acknowledge my privilege and power. I have benefited from and continue to
benefit from educational policies and practices rooted in white supremacy. On a daily basis, I do
not even recognize the many signals I receive that affirm that I belong in academia as a student,
researcher, and administrator. These signals are simply expected and associated with my
privileged identities. Through the current study, I aimed to de-center the privilege associated
with my race and class, but I may have failed at times to see racism, classism, and sexism in my
own research. I fully acknowledge that this study focuses on outcomes of success that are rooted
in white supremacy, and that this study is just one step in a much larger process to deconstructing
whiteness in higher education. I invite critique, so that I may continue to grow and be a better
student, researcher, administrator, and human.
Limitations
There are several limitations associated with the data analyzed in the current study. First,
the pre-existing data set that was analyzed in this study was collected for operational purposes,
meaning the reason for data collection is outside of the purpose of this current research study
(Muijs, 2016). This poses an inherent limitation in that these data may be incomplete or
unrelated to the theoretical underpinnings of the current research study. Students self-report race
and sex on their applications for admission. Students may update these demographic variables at
any point during their college career; however, the data points used in this study were collected
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from a static, census report which means that the demographic data are based on a moment in
time. They may not reflect the student’s current race or sex identities.
Next, using Pell-eligibility as a proxy for low socioeconomic status (SES) or low-income
student status, although a ubiquitous practice, has been challenged (Delisle, 2017). Many lowincome students do not file the FAFSA which is requirement to receive the Pell grant eligibility
status (Kantrowitz, 2011). Other students, such as international or undocumented students, are
not eligible to apply for federal financial aid, and thus the Pell grant eligibility proxy for lowincome students is most likely an underestimation of this student population (Delisle, 2017).
Further, the use of the Pell grant proxy places students into one of two categories, this method
does not allow for more nuanced income reporting. To address this issue, I added first-generation
status, in addition to Pell eligibility status, as a variable to define class. First-generation students
often do not have the same access to and accumulation of social and cultural capital that may
lead to more educational wealth (Bourdieu, 1990; Carnevale et al., 2020; Gorman, 2021; LadsonBillings, 2006). Similar to Pell grant eligibility status, this status is not very nuanced. There are
only two ways to categorize a student, first-generation student or continuing-generation student.
The definitions for these two categories were adopted by the university based on commonly used
definitions, and staff members classify students based on data the students report on their
applications for admission.
A third limitation is that some students may have taken an AP exam and earned a score
high enough to be awarded credit, but the student, by choice or otherwise, did not to submit their
transcript to the university. Reasons students did not submit a transcript may include (a) lack of
transparency around which scores qualify for college credit, (b) inadequate communication about
how and when to request a transcript, (c) unnecessary administrative hurdles, and (d)

86
burdensome fees. The data related to students who may have taken an AP exam and earned a
score of 3 or higher but did not submit a transcript for evaluation are not included in this study.
In addition, this study only considers college credits awarded based on the AP Program and AP
exams. There are other ways, including College in the Schools (CIS), Post-Secondary Education
Option (PSEO), and the International Baccalaureate (IB) Program, for high school students to be
awarded college credit. This study only includes credits awarded based on AP exam scores. The
findings from this study may not be generalizable to other programs. A final limitation of this
study is that the data used in this study are from a small, private, liberal arts and professional
studies university and may not be representative of students at other types of institutions. The
findings from this study may not be generalizable to other institutions.
Human Subject Approval: Institutional Review Board (IRB)
This study was reviewed by and approved by both the Intuitional Review Boards at St.
Cloud State University (see Appendix A) and the focus university. This study qualified for
expedited review at both institutions due to no new data being collected. All of the data for this
study currently exist but are not publicly available. I also received a letter of support for this
research from the Vice President for Academic Affairs and Student Affairs at the focus
university. Human subjects were protected in this study through the process of deidentifying the
data. A student ID number was used to match the student to the additional data points. As the
principal investigator (PI), I trained one student employee, who already had access to all data and
is trained on Family Education Rights & Privacy Act (FERPA). This research assistant helped
extract data from the SIS, WebDocs, and Slate, the admissions’ tracking software. An IT staff
member provided additional data collected from these systems. Once the data was compiled,
student ID numbers were removed and replaced with generic student ID numbers. These data
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were stored on a password-protected laptop, and I am the only one who has access to this data
set. Upon completion of the study and publication of this dissertation, these data will be
destroyed.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I outlined the methodology, research questions, research design, data
collection, data analyses, and limitations for this study. I explained why the specific methods
employed are appropriate for answering the research questions, and I addressed the assumptions
associated with each model. The methodology for this study is rooted in critical quantitative
research; consequently, I included a section on researcher positionality. I also outlined the
limitations of the current study. In the next chapter, Chapter 4, I provide the results of this study.
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Chapter 4: Results
There are limited studies that analyze how race, class, and sex may predict the number of
college credits awarded based on AP exam score at the institutional level. This creates an issue
because college administrators, students, and families may not be aware of related educational
inequities that exist for marginalized students. Data that supports these inequitable experiences
will reinforce the need to examine policies and practices. These inequities in the policies and
processes for awarding credit based solely on a standardized test score may further perpetuate the
educational equity gap (Allensworth & Clark, 2020; Cabrera et al., 2017; Carnevale et al., 2020;
Hiss & Franks, 2014; Hoover, 2020; Strauss, 2020; UC Office of the President, 2020). Through
the current study, I aimed to address this gap in the literature. This study was rooted in Bordieu’s
(1977, 1986) theory of social reproduction, Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth model,
and Critical Whiteness Studies (Applebaum, 2016; Helms, 1990; Yee, 2008). I employed a
critical approach to analyzing the results of this study in order to challenge existing structures
that potentially perpetuate educational inequities (Stage & Wells, 2014).
In this chapter, I report the results of this study. I conducted this critical quantitative
study to analyze existing institutional data of first-year college students, who had entry terms in
the fall of 2017, 2018, and 2019, at a small, private, liberal arts and professional studies
university in the Midwest to explore the following research questions.
1. How does race predict the number of college credits awarded to a student based on AP
exam scores?
2. How does class predict the number of college credits awarded to a student based on AP
exam scores?
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3. How does sex predict the number of college credits awarded to a student based on AP
exam scores?
To answer these questions, I examined the following existing institutional demographic data:
self-reported race, official Pell grant eligibility status, official first-generation status as defined
and assigned by the institution, and self-reported sex to determine how race, class, and sex may
predict the number of college credits awarded based on AP exam scores.
IBM SPSS Statistics version 25.0 (SPSS 25.0) was employed to analyze the data. First, I
performed two simple linear regressions to determine how each of the independent variables, (1)
race, defined as white or BIPOC, and (2) sex, defined as male or female, may predict the number
of AP credits awarded. A simple linear regression is typically performed to determine the
relationship or effect that one independent variable has on one continuous dependent variable
(Muijs, 2016). Then, I performed a multiple linear regression (MLR) to see how class, comprised
of two independent variables, (1) Pell grant eligibility status and (2) first-generation status, may
predict the number of AP credits awarded. An MLR is typically run when there is more than one
independent variable that may be predicting the effect on the continuous dependent variable
(Muijs, 2016). An MLR “estimates how much variance in the dependent variable is accounted
for by these independent variables” (Punch & Oancea, 2014). Last, I performed a univariate
Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) to determine if there were any significant differences between
students in each the three entry term cohorts. A univariate ANOVA can determine interaction
effects under different conditions to determine if these effects are significantly different (Muijs,
2016).
In summary, I performed two linear regressions, a multiple linear regression, and a
univariate ANOVA to analyze the data to determine how race, class, and sex may predict the
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number of credits awarded based on AP exam scores. In the following sections, I present the
demographic data and outline the results of all of these statistical analyses as they relate to each
research question. I conclude this chapter by synthesizing all of the results and drawing final
conclusions.
Descriptive Statistics
The population for this study included 1,490 students who had first-year college entry
terms of Fall 2017, Fall 2018, or Fall 2019. The existing institutional demographic data points
that I analyzed include: race, Pell grant eligibility status, first-generation status, and sex. The
demographic variables for the entire population are outlined in Table 2.
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Table 2
Demographic Variables for Entire Population
Demographics

n

%

Race
Am. Indian/AK Native

15

1.0

Asian

212

14.2

Black/African Am.

326

21.9

Hispanic/Latinx

54

3.6

Multi-Racial

167

11.2

3

0.2

White

617

41.4

Missing

96

6.4

BIPOC

777

52.1

White

617

41.4

Missing

96

6.4

Yes

866

58.1

No

618

41.5

6

0.4

Yes

689

46.2

No

593

39.8

Missing

208

14

Female

835

56

Male

655

44

Native Haw./Other PI

Race2

Pell Grant Eligibility

Missing
First-Generation

Sex

Note. N = 1,490; Race2 is race broken down into two groups, BIPOC and white.
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The specific sub-population that I studied includes 219 students, or 14.7% of the total
population, who were awarded college credits based on AP exam scores. The demographic
variables for the sub-population are outlined in Table 3. The mean number of credits awarded
based on AP exam scores varied by race, class, and sex and is outlined for each variable in Table
4.
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Table 3
Demographic Variables for Sub-Population
Demographics

n

%

Am. Indian/AK Native

1

0.5

Asian

23

10.5

Black/African Am.

26

11.9

Hispanic/Latinx

11

5.0

Multi-Racial

22

10.0

Native Haw./Other PI

1

0.5

White

124

56.6

Missing

11

5.0

BIPOC

84

38.4

White

124

56.6

Missing

11

5.0

Yes

88

40.2

No

130

59.4

Missing

1

0.5

Yes

73

33.3

No

111

50.7

Missing

35

16.0

Female

136

62.1

Male

83

37.9

Race

Race2

Pell Eligible

First-Gen

Sex

Note. N = 219; Race2 is race broken down into two groups, BIPOC and white.
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Table 4
Credits Awarded Based on AP Exam Scores
Variable

M

SD

95% CI for M
LB

UB

Race
Am. Indian/AK Native

8.00

Asian

6.78

5.28

4.50

9.07

Black/African Am.

6.19

5.05

4.15

8.23

Hispanic/Latinx

10.09

7.70

4.92

15.26

Multi-Racial

6.59

3.85

4.88

8.30

Native Haw./Other PI

8.00

White

8.89

6.15

7.79

9.98

BIPOC

7.01

5.25

5.87

8.15

White

8.89

6.15

7.79

9.98

No

8.64

5.96

7.60

9.67

Yes

7.22

5.36

6.08

8.35

No

8.77

5.95

7.65

9.88

Yes

6.68

4.76

5.57

7.80

Male

8.40

6.08

7.07

9.72

Female

7.86

5.54

6.92

8.80

8.06

5.74

7.30

8.83

Race2

Pell Eligible

First-Gen

Sex

Total

Note. N = 219; Race2 is race broken down into two groups, BIPOC and white. CI = confidence
interval; LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound.
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Research Results
For the current study, I examined the data and results of numerous statistical tests in order
to answer the three research questions. In this section, I will provide the results for each research
question.
Research Question 1 (RQ1): How Does Race Predict the Number of College Credits
Awarded to a Student Based on AP Exam Scores?
I performed a simple linear regression to answer this research question. The equation for
a simple linear regression is
Ŷ = b0 + b1 X1 + ε
where Ŷ is the predicted number of credits awarded, X is race defined as BIPOC or white; and ε
is the error value. I employed a simple linear regression to determine if the independent variable
race, categorized as BIPOC or white, may predict the number of credits awarded. I reviewed
these results. The overall regression model predicting number of credits awarded was statistically
significant F(1, 206) = 5.229, p = .023, and the model explained 2.5% of the variance in credits
awarded. The model indicated that white students are awarded significantly more credits than
BIPOC students (β = .157, t(205) = 2.29, p ≤ .05). White students (M = 8.89, SD = 6.15) are
awarded almost 2 more credits (B = 1.875) than BIPOC students (M = 7.017, SD = 5.25). The
results of the linear regression may be found in Table 5.
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Table 5
Race2 as a Predictor of AP Credits Awarded
Variable

B

SE

β

t

p

Race2
BIPOC (Constant)

7.012

.633

White

1.875

.820

.157

11.074

.000

2.287

.023*

R2

2.5%

Note. *p < .05.

The answer to Research Question 1 is that race, categorized as BIPOC or white, does
significantly predict the number of credits awarded to students based on AP exam scores. The
results indicated that white students are awarded significantly more credits than BIPOC students.
Research Question 2 (RQ2): How Does Class Predict the Number of College Credits
Awarded to a Student Based on AP Exam Scores?
I performed a multiple linear regression (MLR) to answer this question. The equation for
this MLR is
Ŷ = b0 + b1 X1 + b2 X2 + ε
where Ŷ is the predicted number of credits awarded, X1 is Pell eligibility status, X2 is firstgeneration status, and ε is the error value. I employed an MLR to determine how class,
comprised of Pell grant eligibility status and first-generation status, may predict the number of
AP credits awarded. I reviewed the results. The overall regression model predicting number of
credits awarded was statistically significant F(2, 215) = 3.589, p = .029, and the model explained
3.2% of the variance in credits awarded. The model indicated that first-generation college
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students are awarded significantly fewer credits controlling for other demographic variables (β =
-.145, t(213) = 1.97, p ≤ .05). First-generation students (M = 6.68, SD = 4.76) are awarded
almost 2 fewer credits (B = -1.764) than continuing-generation students (M = 8.77, SD = 5.95).
The results of the multiple linear regression may be found in Table 6.

Table 6
Class as a Predictor of AP Credits Awarded
Predictor

B

SE

β

t

p

17.102

.000

(Constant)

8.951

.523

Pell Grant Eligibility

-.732

.860

-.063

-.852

.395

-1.764

.894

-.145

1.974

.050*

First-Generation
R2

3.2%

Note. *p ≤ .05.

The answer to Research Question 2 is that class does significantly predict the number of credits
awarded to students based on AP exam score(s). More specifically, first-generation status was
found to have a significant negative impact on the number of credits awarded. Students with
first-generation status are awarded significantly fewer credits than continuing-generation
students.
Research Question 3 (RQ3): How Does Sex Predict the Number of College Credits
Awarded to a Student Based on AP Exam Scores?
I performed a simple linear regression to answer this research question. The equation for
a simple linear regression is
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Ŷ = b0 + b1 X1 + ε
where Ŷ is the predicted number of credits awarded, X1 is sex, and ε is the error value. I
employed a simple linear regression to determine how the independent variable sex, categorized
as male or female, is able to predict the number of credits awarded. I reviewed these results. The
overall regression model predicting number of credits awarded was not statistically
significant F(1, 217) = .450, p = .503. The model does not explain any of the variance in credits
awarded. The results indicated that in this model, sex does not significantly predict the number
of credits awarded (β = -.045, t(216) = -.671, p > .05). There is no difference in the number of
credits awarded to male (M = 8.40, SD = 6.08) and female (M = 7.86, SD = 5.54) students. The
results of the simple linear regression may be found in Table 7.

Table 7
Sex as a Predictor of AP Credits Awarded
Variable

B

SE

Male (Constant)

8.398

.631

Female

-.537

.801

β

t

p

13.306

.000

-.671

.503

Sex

-.045

R2

0.2%

The answer to Research Question 3 is that sex does not significantly predict the number of
credits awarded to students based on AP exam score(s).
Variance Between Entry Terms
It is important to determine if there are any significant differences between the students in
the three different entry term cohorts since I combined the cohorts to create one larger sample. I
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performed a univariate ANOVA to determine the interaction effects of all independent variables
(race, Pell eligibility status, first-generation status, and sex) on the dependent variable (credits)
under different conditions (entry terms) to determine if there were any significant differences
(Muijs, 2016; Punch & Oancea, 2014; Steinberg, 2011). I reviewed these results. The results
indicated that there were no significant differences between the mean number of credits awarded
between terms F(2, 216) = .846, p = .431. The descriptive statistics of credits awarded by entry
term may be found in Table 8.

Table 8
Means and Standard Deviations of Credits Awarded by Entry Term
Entry Term

M

SD

95% CI for M
LB

UB

2017

8.72

6.241

7.30

10.15

2018

7.96

5.741

6.38

9.54

2019

7.57

5.298

6.46

8.68

Total

8.06

5.743

7.30

8.83

Note: N = 219; CI = confidence interval; LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound.

The results of the univariate ANOVA indicated that there were no significant differences in the
interaction effects of race, Pell eligibility status, first-generation status, and sex on the number of
credits awarded under different entry terms. The results of the univariate ANOVA may be found
in Table 9.
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Table 9
Interaction Effects of Independent Variables and Entry Terms
Variable
Entry Term

F-ratio

df

Sig.

ηp2

1.420

2

.245

.019

.569

7

.780

.026

Pell Grant

1.713

1

.193

.012

First-Gen

1.506

1

.222

.010

.537

1

.465

.004

1.410

8

.197

.071

Pell Grant*Term

.465

2

.629

.006

First-Gen*Term

1.364

2

.259

.018

Sex*Term

.007

2

.926

.001

Race*Pell

1.325

5

.257

.043

Race*Sex

1.126

5

.349

.037

Race

Sex
Race*Term

R2

18.7%

ΔR2

-1.3%

Note: ηp2 = partial eta squared

Conclusion
In this chapter, I outlined all of the results of this study according to the three research
questions. In the results section, I included demographic data, descriptive statistics, and the
analyses and results used to answer each research question. I found that for the students who
were awarded credits (N = 219), race did significantly predict the number of credits awarded
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when comparing BIPOC students to white students. BIPOC students were awarded significantly
fewer credits than white students. I found that class did significantly predict the number of
credits awarded to students. First-generation students were awarded significantly fewer credits
than continuing-generation students. I found that sex did not significantly predict the number of
credits awarded to students. There was no difference in the number of credits awarded to male
and female students. In addition to answering the three research questions, I found that there
were no significant differences between the independent and dependent variables by entry term
cohort. A discussion of the results of this study may be found in Chapter 5. I will discuss the
results of this study in light of the literature, the limitations, the implications for theory, practice,
and policy, and the opportunities for future research.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
In Chapter 1, I outlined the background for this study, the statement of the problem, the
purpose and significance of the study, an overview of the methodology and research questions,
key objectives and outcomes, limitations, delimitations, assumptions, and key terms. In Chapter
2, I provided an extensive literature review. The literature review included a brief history of
higher education in the United States, the AP Program’s structure, history, and program gaps and
inequities by race, class and sex. In addition, I outlined issues with the notion of a meritocracy
and how standardized tests are biased and perpetuate educational inequities. Last, I covered the
theoretical framework upon which this research study is based. This three-pronged approach
includes Bourdieu’s Social Reproduction Theory, Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth Model,
and Critical Whiteness Studies. The limited existing research on institutional-level data and how
college credits are awarded based on AP exam score(s) led to the current study. In Chapter 3, I
presented the methodology for this study and included the design, sample, setting, data
collection, variables, and analysis techniques and assumptions, all rooted in critical quantitative
inquiry. In Chapter 4, I outlined the results of the study. I examined race, class, and sex to
determine how these independent variables may predict the number of college credits awarded
based on AP exam scores. In Chapter 5, I discuss the results found in Chapter 4 in relation to the
literature, the limitations, the opportunities for future research, the implications for theory, and
recommendations for practice and policy.
Results
The purpose of this study was to analyze institutional data to determine how race, class,
and sex predict the number of college credits awarded based on AP exam scores. I aimed to
better understand the inequities in the AP Program’s structure and institutional policies and
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practices for awarding college credit. This study is important because the results revealed
inequities in the number of credits awarded by race and class that could inform more equitable
policy and practice related to how institutions of higher education award credits. The population
for this study included 1,490 college students and the sub-population included 219 students who
had been awarded college credits based on AP exam scores. The results of this study confirm
that race and class do significantly predict the number of credits awarded based on AP exam
scores. BIPOC students were awarded significantly fewer credits than white students. Firstgeneration students were awarded significantly fewer credits than continuing-generation
students. Sex did not significantly predict the number of credits awarded to students. There were
no significant differences between the students’ demographic variables or the credits awarded
between the three different entry term cohorts. In the following sections, I discuss the results of
each research question in light of the literature.
Research Question 1 (RQ1): How Does Race Predict the Number of College Credits
Awarded to a Student Based on AP Exam Scores?
In response to the first research question, the analysis of the linear regression revealed
that BIPOC students were awarded significantly fewer credits than white students. This result is
consistent with the existing literature that highlights persistent educational inequities between
white students and minoritized students (Cabrera et al., 2017; Carnevale et al., 2020; Thelin,
2011). In the following sections I will discuss the results from RQ1 as they relate to persistent
issues with access, inequities in awarding credits, and highlights for BIPOC students.
Access Issues Persist
The most recent data published by College Board (2020a) confirm that access to the AP
Program, particularly among BIPOC students, has increased dramatically in recent years.
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Increasing access, as measured by the number of minoritized students enrolling in AP courses
and taking AP exams, is an important step towards educational equity. It is not completely
unexpected to find that the analysis of the descriptive statistics in the current study revealed that
BIPOC students are underrepresented among students who were awarded any credits based on
AP exam scores. BIPOC students made up 52% of the entire population of entering students in
the three cohorts; yet, they comprised only 38% of students who were awarded any credits based
on AP exam scores. Meanwhile, white students were overrepresented among students who were
awarded any credits based on AP exam scores. White students made up 41% of the entire
population in these three cohorts; yet, 57% of the students who were awarded credits based on
AP exam scores were white. These results are consistent with what other researchers have found,
including significant underrepresentation of Black and Latinx students in AP classrooms due to
numerous educational barriers (Kolluri, 2018; Rodriguez & McGuire, 2019). Even though
BIPOC students were the majority in the population of entering first-year students, they became
the minority in the sub-population of students who were awarded credits based on AP exam
scores. In summary, BIPOC students are underrepresented among students who are awarded any
credits.
Awarding Credit Where Credit is Due
Even though increasing access is an important first step towards educational equity,
outcomes also need to be considered to move towards equity. Very few studies have focused on
the outcome of the number of college credits awarded to students based on AP exam scores.
More than three million students take AP exams each year, and almost 8% of first-year college
students are awarded an average of 10 credits each based on AP exam scores (Evans, 2019). In
the current study, 15% of students in the total population were awarded credits (M = 8.06).
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Though this exceeds the national average, it is concerning that the demographics of the students
who were awarded any credits do not proportionately reflect the demographics of the students in
the total population. BIPOC students and first-generation students were awarded significantly
fewer credits than their white, continuing-generation peers. The college student population is
becoming increasingly more diverse. In the graduating high school Class of 2021, 14% of
students identify as Black and 25% of students identify as Latinx (NCES, 2021b). Credits
awarded based on AP Program participation should reflect the national demographics of high
school students along lines of race, class, and sex.
One result from this study revealed that BIPOC students are awarded significantly fewer
credits based on AP exam scores compared to white students. The implications of this result are
concerning because researchers highlight many reasons why being awarded college credits for
work completed in high school is beneficial to students (Evans, 2019; Smith et al., 2017; Warne,
2017). Credits are a form of educational currency that can be used to save time and money,
setting students up for continued success. The National Center for Education Statistics (2020c)
further emphasizes the disparities in persistence and completion rates between BIPOC and white
students in the U.S. The four-year college graduation rate for white students is double (48.3%)
that of Black students (23.8%). BIPOC students continue to miss out on the benefits associated
with credits awarded based on AP exam scores, further contributing to their educational debt.
Despite the progress the College Board has made with regards to access to AP courses
and increasing the focus on minoritized students who earn a score of 3 or higher on AP exams,
the AP Program and K-12 schools still have a long way to go to reach the goal of equitable
representation in the AP Program. The focus institution, in partnership with K-12 schools and the
AP Program, also has work to do to eliminate the disparities in outcomes based on the policies
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and practices for how college credits are awarded. In sum, the outcome of awarding credits based
on AP exam scores continues to perpetuate inequities between BIPOC students and white
students at the institutional level, and BIPOC students will continue to disproportionately miss
out on the benefits associated with being awarded credits if these issues are not addressed.
BIPOC Student Outcome Highlights
Even though BIPOC students as a group were awarded significantly fewer credits than
white students, an analysis of the descriptive statistics highlighted Hispanic/Latinx students with
the highest mean number of credits (M = 10.09) reported at the focus institution. Although there
were only 11 Hispanic/Latinx students who were awarded credits based on AP exam scores, the
mean was 1.20 credits higher than the mean for white students and 3.08 credits higher when
compared to the mean for all BIPOC students. Upon further investigation of College Board’s
National Summary Report for 2019, this result is not surprising. Hispanic/Latinx students were
the highest scoring ethnic/racial group for the Spanish Language and Culture exam (M = 3.83),
outscoring white students (M = 3.42). Almost 24% of AP exams taken by Hispanic/Latinx
students in 2019 were the Spanish Language and Culture exam or the Spanish Literature exam
(College Board, 2019).
These results have important implications for how the data published by College Board
are interpreted. College Board (2020a) reported increases in minoritized students scoring 3 or
higher on exams. Future studies should explore to what degree Hispanic/Latinx students are
impacting this increase and if their higher scores are related to enrollment in AP courses and
going through the AP curriculum or if there are other variables involved. For example, are these
students native Spanish speakers and taking the AP exam without needing to take the
prerequisite AP courses? Unpacking results in more detail could lead to deeper understanding
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about whether the initiatives focused on increasing access to AP courses and scores of 3 or
higher among minoritized populations are significantly impacting the outcomes for all BIPOC
students or if there are other variables contributing to this result. If the latter is true, this may be a
model to consider for other populations.
Research Question 2 (RQ2): How Does Class Predict the Number of College Credits
Awarded to a Student Based on AP Exam Scores?
In response to the second research question, analysis of the MLR revealed that class does
significantly predict the number of credits awarded to students based on AP exam score(s). More
specifically, first-generation status was found to have a significant negative impact on the
number of credits awarded. Students with first-generation status were awarded significantly
fewer credits than continuing-generation students. This result is not unexpected since prior
research outlined all of the barriers that first-generation college students and students from lowSES backgrounds experience as they navigate the educational system (Evans, 2019; Feldman,
2019; Gable, 2021; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Warne, 2017). Due to their accumulated capital,
including generational educational wealth and financial resources, students and families from
privileged backgrounds are better equipped to navigate this system and reap the benefits
associated with being awarded credits based on AP exam scores.
Class Variables
For this study, the two components that made up the class category are Pell grant
eligibility status and first-generation status. It was not surprising that the assumption test for
multicollinearity revealed some collinearity between these two variables, as many firstgeneration students are eligible to receive the Pell grant. In fact, at $41,000, the annual median
family income for first-generation college students is less than half the $90,000 annual median
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family income for continuing-generation students (RTI, 2019). It was somewhat surprising that
the results of the current study indicated that Pell grant eligibility status did not significantly
predict the number of credits awarded based on AP exam score. However, upon further
investigation, I found that 58% of the population of incoming students at this institution were
Pell grant eligible; yet only 40% of the sub-population of those who were awarded credits based
on AP exam score were Pell grant eligible. This result affirms that Pell grant eligible students are
underrepresented among the group of students who received any credits based on AP exam
scores at this institution.
There is an additional issue with the Pell grant eligibility status variable that was
underscored by the results of the current study. Pell grant eligibility is a commonly used proxy
representing students from low-SES backgrounds (Delisle, 2017). The results from this study
found that Pell eligibility did not significantly predict the number of credits awarded; yet, firstgeneration status did significantly predict the number of credits awarded. These results provide
additional support to the argument that there are major issues with using the Pell grant proxy to
represent low-SES students (Delisle, 2017). Researchers should consider multiple data points to
develop a more nuanced class variable for future studies.
Costs of AP Exams Confirmed as a Barrier
The aforementioned data on first-generation students and median family income suggest
that first-generation students are dealing with financial barriers (RTI, 2019). There are numerous
expenses associated with taking an AP exam which could disproportionately impact students
who have greater financial need (College Board, 2020). Even though there are waivers available
to curtail the impact of these fees, previous researchers found that the fees or process to request a
waiver may be prohibitive to students from low-SES backgrounds for a variety of reasons
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(College Board, 2020; Evans, 2019; Warne, 2017). In light of the results of the current study that
first-generation students are awarded significantly fewer credits than their continuing-generation
peers, I recommend that College Board and school districts work together to eliminate the exam
fees for all students in the AP Program.
Navigating the Hidden Curriculum
In addition to the costs associated with taking AP exams, there are other barriers
associated with the AP Program that are particularly challenging for first-generation students
who are navigating a system of hidden rules (Gorman, 2021). Subsequently, the results of this
study found that first-generation status was significant in predicting the number of credits
awarded based on AP exam scores. Continuing-generation students were awarded more credits
(M = 8.77) than first-generation students (M = 6.68), a difference of more than two credits or the
equivalent of half of one college course at the focus institution. These results are consistent with
the barriers outlined in prior research. Barriers to full access and success in the AP Program
include (a) lack of transparency around the tracking system used in many K-12 schools, (b)
inadequate communication about deadlines, (c) unnecessary administrative hurdles to complete
fee waivers, (d) failure to widely promote the student’s right to request an alternative testing
date, and (e) lack of testing accommodations (Evans, 2019; Warne, 2017).
The results from this research study indicate that the costs associated with taking AP
courses and exams, including time and money needed to invest in the courses, studying, and test
preparation, as well as the allocation of funding for AP Programs among high schools, have
negative implications for first-generation students. Further, the results align with the literature,
which affirms that policies and practices at institutions of higher education were built within an
archaic system whose structures are steeped in privilege that benefit those with generational
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educational wealth (Karabel, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Thelin, 2011). The results of this
research study reinforce the need to examine the structures, policies, and practices that continue
to perpetuate educational inequities based on class.
Research Question 3 (RQ3): How Does Sex Predict the Number of College Credits
Awarded to a Student Based on AP Exam Scores?
In response to the third research question, analysis of the linear regression found that
there were no significant differences in the number of credits awarded to male and female
students. The mean number of credits awarded to males (M = 8.40, SD = 6.075) was slightly
higher than the mean number of credits awarded to females (M = 7.86, SD = 5.543), but this
should be interpreted with caution since the model used to determine how sex predicts the
number of credits awarded was not a good fit.
Sex is Complicated
The results of this study found that sex does not significantly predict the number of
credits awarded to students based on AP exam scores. These results are interesting in light of the
current literature which portrays a complex story about how sex variables may predict outcomes
associated with the AP Program. The number of girls taking AP courses and exams has outpaced
boys (College Board, 2020a). However, the literature also highlighted the fact that boys still
outscore girls on the AP exams across all ethnic/racial groups (College Board, 2020a; Corra et
al., 2011). The results from the current study could be attributed to the fact that more girls than
boys are taking AP courses and AP exams, so even though there are no significant differences in
the number of credits awarded to students at this institution, girls may be disproportionately
underrepresented in the group of students who were awarded credits when compared to the
number of girls who took AP courses and exams.
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Another factor for consideration is how sex may predict the score earned on an AP exam
based on subject area. The report published by College Board in 2019 highlights that there were
13,163 boys (M = 3.28) who took the Computer Science AP exam compared to only 3,799 girls
(M = 3.16); however, there are exams that girls appear to perform better on than boys. In that
same year, girls received higher scores on the AP Drawing (M = 3.70) and AP Spanish exams (M
= 3.76) than boys did on the AP Drawing exam (M = 3.39) and the AP Spanish exam (M = 3.62).
The specific exams that students at the focus institution were awarded credit for were not
analyzed in this study. Thus, the result from the current study that sex does not significantly
predict the number of credits awarded warrants further research. The subject of the courses and
exams completed by males and females should be included in future analyses. In addition, the
total number of males and females in the exam-taking population should be compared to the
number of males and females who score a 3 or higher on exams. The total number of males and
females who score a 3 or higher should then be compared to the number of males and females
who are awarded credits based on these scores. All analyses should consider the covariate of
subject area. The results of this research study lead to more nuanced questions about how sex
may predict outcomes of the AP Program.
As course- and exam-taking behaviors continue to increase across all groups of students,
it is important to consider the implications of any disparities in outcomes of the AP Program
(College Board, 2020b). Awarding college credits to students is just one of these outcomes. This
study revealed that there are significant differences in the number of credits awarded to BIPOC
and white students and to first-generation and continuing-generation students. Further research
should be employed to find alternative, more equitable ways for students to be awarded college
credits based on successfully completing AP courses.
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This study is one of the first published pieces of institutional-level research that considers
inequities in credits awarded to students based on AP exam scores. Institutional-level research is
important because the results are reflective of the specific student body served by the institution.
This means that administrators can swiftly implement personalized policy change based on the
results. This change has the potential to be more meaningful and impactful for their students. The
results of this study call on administrators to consider reviewing their own institutional data and
updating policies and practices accordingly.
Limitations
Although I made every effort to be intentional about all facets of this study, there are
several limitations that arose during the design and analysis. These limitations mainly stem from
how data are collected, categorized, and released. I address these limitations in the following
sections.
Race Categories
The first data collection limitation is related to how race is collected on the Common
Application (Common App), an online application form used by over 700 institutions, and the
institutional application for admission. The race categories that are reported on the Common App
are limited to seven categories. The focus institution has started to collect and store more
categories on race, specifically those that represent Asian countries of descent and American
Indian tribal nations. This was a recent effort and did not impact the cohorts examined in this
study. I recommend that the Common App and all institutions of higher education collect and
store more racial categories, so that the research can become more focused and nuanced, and
recommendations for practice could be tailored to specific populations. It may prove useful to be
able to review results based on more nuanced racial categories.
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Related to the issue of how we collect and categorize people based on race, there was
another limitation that I encountered. The results of a preliminary analysis indicated that there
were no significant differences between each minoritized racial group and the white racial group.
The issue with the racial data for the current study was that some of the racial categories were so
small (n ≤ 26) that they did not appear significant in a preliminary model due to their size.
However, when grouped as BIPOC students, the results suggested that race was a significant
predictor variable of credits awarded. I encourage future researchers to consider how racial data
are collected, stored, analyzed, and interpreted and make research decisions, like combining all
minoritized racial categories into one larger group, to determine if there are significant results.
Access to Financial Data
Another limitation is related to access to certain financial data on students. The financial
aid office was unable to release data on student’s Expected Family Contribution (EFC), as
private financial aid data is highly protected and regulated, and these data are to be used solely
for the purpose of awarding aid to the student (NASFAA, 2019). Since I could not gain access to
more nuanced financial data on the students, I was unable to create a financial index scoring
system for the students. A financial index score would be a more accurate representation of a
student’s family income. The class category for this study was comprised of Pell grant eligibility
status and first-generation status. These are both broad categories and do not provide nuanced
financial information on students’ and families’ financial situations. It is difficult to analyze the
specific financial situations of individual college students since these data are so highly regulated
and protected. It would add to the body of literature on disparities based on class if more nuanced
financial data becomes accessible for research purposes.
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Gender or Sex Categories
A third limitation related to data collection deals with the categories for sex or gender. At
the outset of this study, I aimed to use gender categories that were self-reported by the students.
Unfortunately, when reporting the gender category on either collection tool, the Common App or
the institutional application, the gender questions are very limited and optional. I did not find
enough data reported on gender to use gender as a category that would provide a large enough
sample to be considered significant. I used sex which could be interpreted by the student to mean
sex assigned at birth, legal sex, or gender. In addition, College Board uses legal sex to report
boys and girls in its published data. The focus institution added the “X” option, legally defined as
non-binary or third gender, for a sex category on its application in early 2020. Other institutions
should follow suit. Common App recently announced changes to the questions on sex and gender
for the 2021-22 admission cycle (Steele, 2021). With a focus on equity, Common App President
and CEO, Jenny Rickard, shared, “These shifts represent the next step in an ongoing effort to
create an equitable, just, and inclusive application for all students -- no matter how they choose
to identify” (Steele, 2021, para. 3).
I wanted to be respectful and use gender rather than sex, but I used the information that I
was able to collect which was sex. I understand that students have salient identities that don’t
necessarily match their sex assigned at birth or legal sex. I would recommend that both of the
applications add required questions for gender. Additionally, institutions need to store these data
to better serve their students and to inform future research based on gender. Last, I recommend
that researchers understand what their data points actually represent and use the appropriate term
to report results based on gender or sex.
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Missing Transcripts
A final limitation is that this study did not explore situations where students may not have
submitted a transcript from College Board. There is the possibility that students took an exam
and scored high enough to be awarded credits, but they did not submit a transcript for a variety
of reasons, including (a) prohibitive costs, (b) assumptions that the high school transcript would
be sufficient, (c) submission of an unofficial record, or (d) lack of other information and
guidance. This study was limited to the data on the transcripts that the institution received from
College Board. Both K-12 educators and higher education professionals should work to make the
process for submitting transcripts from College Board more transparent. Upon admission to
college, institutional staff should review each high school transcript to note any AP courses that a
student may have completed. Tailored outreach should follow to each student with explicit
instructions for how to submit a request for an official transcript to be sent from College Board
to the college or university for an evaluation. Lastly, transfer acceptance policies for AP exam
scores should be publicly posted on college and university websites. There were a number of
limitations that I encountered throughout the design and analysis phases of this study. The next
section will offer implications for further research, some of which will address these limitations.
Implications for Further Research
This study makes a significant contribution to the literature, as it opens the door to
considering institutional-level data on the AP Program. This study explores how these data may
predict how credits are awarded based on AP exam score. Institutional transfer policies also
impact how credits are awarded. This study illuminates several important questions that could be
explored through future research studies. In this section, I highlight some of the most urgent
issues and questions based on the current study that future researchers should consider.
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Additional Statistical Models and Variables to Consider
There are several other statistical models that could be employed to the data set used in
the current study. It would be interesting for future researchers to employ a logistic regression to
determine the odds of students in the entire population being awarded any credits based on race,
class, and sex. Additionally, it would be powerful for researchers to consider the intersections of
some of the data examined in the current study. For example, a future researcher could employ
an MLR to consider how race and sex together may predict the number of credits awarded.
In addition to employing different statistical models, there are innumerable variables that
were not included in the current study but could be added to future research to address specific
institutional questions or issues. In this study, I focused on the practice of colleges awarding
credits to students based on AP exam scores and what variables may predict this outcome. I
would recommend that future researchers consider the following variables: high school grades,
high school cumulative GPAs, type of high school attended (e.g. urban, rural, public, private,
majority white, diverse, etc.), demographics of AP teachers, participation in college readiness
programs, college GPA, and longitudinal data related to persistence and completion rates (Evans,
2019; Smith et al., 2017; Warne, 2017).
More research should be conducted to explore any cultural deficiencies or biases inherent
in the AP curricula and exams (Patrick et al., 2020). In a recent discussion, Dr. Mussington, an
educational professional who works on issues of access and opportunity to academically intense
high school experiences for BIPOC students, recommended that other factors should be
explored, including: AP teacher preparation, student selection, and student experience in AP
classrooms, specifically focused on stereotype threat and cultural mismatch (S. Mussington,
personal communication, February 10, 2021).
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This study is limited in that I did not include data on how many students in the entire
population (N = 1,490) took AP courses or their grades in those courses, and how both of these
data points relate to the number of credits awarded. More research should be done to address this
gap. Lastly, it would be relevant for future researchers to compare students who completed AP
courses but were not awarded college credit to students who did not complete any AP courses in
order to understand other beneficial outcomes to participating in the AP Program that extend
beyond college credits. Further exploration of high school course-taking behavior and how it
relates to credits awarded, as well as how this behavior is related to persistence and completion
in college would add to the literature on the outcomes for students who participate in AP
Programs.
Research Design
Replication of the current study at other institutions is recommended. In the current
study, I analyzed data from a small, private, liberal arts and professional studies university. The
results may not be generalizable to other types of institutions in other locations with different
student bodies. This study should be replicated at community colleges, tribal colleges,
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs), and
public institutions around the nation to determine if there are significant differences in the results
based on institutional type, location, and student body. Additionally, this research should be
expanded to include other college-level programs that are delivered to high school students. In
the current study, I only considered outcomes from the AP Program and the results may not be
generalizable to other college-level programs. Future studies should explore the outcomes of
programs, such as International Baccalaureate (IB), Post-Secondary Education Opportunity
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(PSEO), College in the Schools (CIS), and Dual Enrollment (DE) to determine if there are
significant differences in the outcomes for various student populations.
In addition to future quantitative studies, there are two other research designs that should
be considered. First, a future mixed-methods study would provide complementary strengths and
non-overlapping weaknesses to the current study (Punch & Oancea, 2014). The combination of
analyzing quantitative data and qualitative data has the potential to produce powerful results that
would add to the literature. Second, a qualitative study could focus on questions and issues
related to student expectations and experiences when they participated in the AP Program.
Questions that could be explored with high school or college students include:
1) What were the messages you received about taking AP courses and exams?
2) Why didn’t you participate in AP courses or exams in high school?
3) How would you compare your final AP course grades with your exam scores?
4) Can you tell me more about your motivation for taking AP courses?
5) How would you compare your experience in AP classrooms to experiences in other
classrooms?
6) How did you think taking AP courses and exams would impact your educational career?
7) How did you benefit from taking AP courses?
8) What barriers did you encounter throughout the AP Program?
9) What advice would you give to middle school students and their families about the AP
Program?
Questions that could be explored with K-12 educators and higher education professionals
include:
1) How do you ensure students have equitable access to AP courses and exams?
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2) What strategies do you use to make the hidden curriculum more transparent for firstgeneration students and their families?
3) How have you been trained to deliver a curriculum that is relevant to the students in your
AP classroom?
4) How does your teaching and curriculum emphasize diversity and equity?
5) How do the policies and practices of the educational system (K-12 or higher education)
impact students?
6) What changes would you make to the AP Program?
The results of these mixed-methods and qualitative research studies would add to the literature
by telling a powerful story about diverse AP Program experiences from multiple viewpoints with
the ultimate goal of creating more equitable educational policies and practices to support all
students.
Implications for Theory
The results of the current study have some important theoretical implications. The current
study is rooted in Bourdieu’s Social Reproduction Theory, Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth
Model, and Critical Whiteness Studies. In this section, I outline the relevant connections between
the results of this study and each of these theories.
Social Reproduction
Bourdieu’s Social Reproduction Theory relates to this study in that it posits that
educational inequities continue to perpetuate stratification along lines of race and class, where
white, middle- and upper-class students continue to hold more power and privilege than their
marginalized peers (Bourdieu, 1990). Economic, cultural, and social capital are tied to AP
courses and exams through allocation of school funding, navigation of the educational system,
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access to good teachers and counselors, and ability to purchase study guides and pay tutors
(College Board, 2020a; Kolluri, 2018; Rodriguez & McGuire, 2019). The social reproduction
theory is supported by the results of this study in that more credits are awarded to white and
continuing-generation college students than to BIPOC and first-generation college students.
College credits are a form of educational wealth that leads to increased capital. The institutional
policies and practices for awarding credit and the inequities in access and outcomes in the AP
Program are both tied to the cycle of educational inequities, rewarding students who have had the
opportunity to accumulate capital with more educational wealth.
Academic Capital
The current study is limited in that it does not make direct connections to academic
capital. Academic capital is more widely discussed in relation to K-12 research. Academic
capital is comprised of the knowledge, experience, and involvement in education that students
accumulate, often with support from their families (St. John et al., 2011). This form of capital
prepares students for increased chances of success as they navigate the college environment.
Additional research based on St. John et al.’s work, applies the theory of Academic Capital
Formation to college students and proposes a model for a tool to measure academic capital in
college students (Winkler, 2013). Future researchers should seek ways to better understand how
academic capital may impact students’ experiences in the AP Program, as well as how the
educational wealth that comes with college credits may contribute to the accumulation of more
academic capital.
Community Cultural Wealth
There was minimal application of Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth Model
throughout the design and analysis of the current study. Though the Community Cultural Wealth
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Model was a key motivator behind this study, one that emanated from an interest in higher
education policy and practice reform, it is not directly tied to the results of this study. Yosso
challenges Bourdieu’s theory of capital and posits that there are more forms of capital in addition
to economic, social, and cultural capital that should be considered valuable. Yosso’s model is
most relevant to the connections made for the implications for practice, specifically,
considerations for alternative forms of assessment that place value on various ways of
demonstrating knowledge. These recommendations will be outlined in the Implications for
Practice section of this study.
Critical Whiteness Studies
Rooted in Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS), this study provides a response to LadsonBillings’ (2013) call to educational researchers to employ any and all methodologies to examine
the educational debt that marginalized populations have inherited over the last 300 years. The
results of the current study contribute to the wide gap in the literature on the nexus of CWS and
higher education policy (Cabrera et al., 2017). One of the most relevant connections between the
results of the current study and CWS is how the practice of awarding college credits based on an
exam score may lead to disparate outcomes for marginalized students. Helms (1990) calls on
administrators to interrogate “policies, laws, and regulations whose purpose is to maintain the
economic and social advantages of Whites over non-Whites” (p. 49). The results from the current
study point to significant inequities in the outcomes for BIPOC students and first-generation
students. These inequities may result from policies and practices that are steeped in white
supremacy. This direct connection to CWS charges educational leaders to focus on changing
white systems instead of seeking deficiencies in individual students.
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Leaders are called to seek ways to change the educational system to better serve all
students instead of requiring students to conform to fit into white educational systems (Helms,
1990). The first step in changing a system is acknowledging racism, classism, and sexism and
how these and other -isms perpetuate inequities (Annamma et al., 2017). The results of this study
recognize the inequities along race and class in the number of credits awarded to students based
on AP exam scores. Holding systems, rather than individuals, accountable for inequities in
outcomes is one step towards creating anti-racist institutions (Applebaum, 2016; Helms, 1990;
Kendi, 2019; Yee, 2008). The results of this study inform researchers, policymakers, and
practitioners who have the power to change inequitable policies and practices.
Implications for Policy and Practice
The results of the current study add more support to the claim that colleges and
universities are built on inequitable policies and practices and call on educational leaders to
review disaggregated institutional data to uncover inequities in the distribution of educational
wealth among historically marginalized student populations (Karabel, 2005; Ladson-Billings,
2006; Ray, 2019; Thelin, 2011). Based on these results, researchers, policymakers, practitioners,
and educators must recognize and disrupt racist and classist institutional policies and practices
based on a critical review of their data. Those invested in educational equity are called to (a)
work to eradicate the hidden curriculum and (b) implement alternative pathways to award
college credits to students. I outline the implications for practice and policy informed by the
results of the current study in the following sections.
Eradicate the Hidden Curriculum
First-generation college students and students from historically marginalized populations
have not had equitable opportunities to accumulate the capital needed to navigate the complex
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and opaque rules of education (Feldman, 2019; Gable, 2021). Both K-12 and higher education
professionals need to pay attention to and provide support resources to BIPOC students and firstgeneration college students and their families, as a way to start to reduce the educational debt for
these students (Ladson-Billings, 2006). A first step towards changing inequitable institutional
policies and practices is for leaders regularly review their data to identify gaps in student
outcomes. Further, educational leaders need to work to intentionally communicate the unwritten
rules, explain the rules and consequences of decisions to all students, and distribute these hidden
messages to families so that all may benefit from a better understanding of how to navigate the
educational system.
There are several steps that educators can take to start to break down the hidden
curriculum. Teachers and guidance counselors can talk to students and families about the
pathways for students to engage in rigorous college preparation coursework. Students are tracked
into higher- or lower-level courses as early as elementary school. The repercussions of coursetaking behavior and tracking early on in a child’s career is determinant of future curricular
options (Pirtle, 2019). Based on the results of the current study, I offer the following
recommendations to help practitioners create more equitable institutional policies and practices.
•

Require training and professional development opportunities for teachers and
guidance counselors focused on how implicit and explicit biases negatively impact
students’ choices in course selection.

•

Engage in critical review of institutional data and the outcomes tied to policies and
practices. Reassess outcomes on a regular basis.

•

Eliminate the fees associated with AP exams for all students.

•

Consider alternative ways to award credit, as outlined in the next section.
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It is the responsibility of administrators and teachers to recognize and change discriminatory
policies and practices so that educational wealth is more equitably distributed, and all students
have the opportunity to reap the rewards associated with increased capital. The results of the
current study confirm that educational leaders must seek out and disrupt hidden systems within
their institutions that contribute to the perpetuation of educational disparities.
Implement Alternative Pathways to Award Credit
The policies and practices for granting credits based on exam scores warrant review.
Institutions set their own policies and practices for awarding credits, and the current research
results affirm the need to disrupt these systems. Researchers show that standardized tests are
inherently biased, consequently leaders must explore practices for awarding credits to students
based on alternative assessment practices for evaluating comprehension and mastery (Hoover,
2020; Strauss, 2020; UC Office of the President, 2020). Students need to be prepared for upperdivision college courses, so demonstration of mastery of introductory or basic concepts is key to
future success; however, there are other ways to assess comprehension that could lead to more
equitable outcomes for all students. High school grades are better predictors of future success in
college, thus using high school grades as a gauge is one alternative way to award students credits
or waivers, both forms of educational wealth (Allensworth & Clark, 2020). A preliminary review
of the data for this study revealed that almost 30% of the students in the total population (N =
1,490) earned a B or higher in at least one AP course. Yet, based on the results of the current
study, many of these students were never awarded any college credits for this work. If high
school grades were used to award credits, nearly twice as many students would have been
awarded credits at the focus institution.
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Credits or waivers could also be granted based on a content expert’s review of final
projects, papers, portfolios, and teacher feedback. These practices serve as additional alternatives
to standardized tests for ways to assess mastery of content and award credit accordingly. Based
on the results of the current study, I recommend implementing the following practices to increase
equity in the practice used for awarding credits to students based on prior learning.
•

Regularly review AP exams to determine baseline scores that reflect a sufficient level
of comprehension to meet learning outcomes for a college course or general
education credits.

•

Partner with K-12 schools to identify or co-create rigorous courses that lead to
college credit based on defined criteria.

•

Host a transfer credit event for all incoming students with 1:1 advising to review each
student’s record and walk them through the transfer process.

•

Offer a required college transitions course taught by staff experts (i.e. advising,
financial aid, registrar, etc.) for all incoming students.

The research shows that students who are awarded college credit based on prior learning are
more likely to double major, have reduced student loans, complete their degrees more quickly,
and persist and graduate from college at higher rates than their peers (Evans, 2019; Smith et al.,
2017; Warne, 2017). Continuing to explore alternative ways to award credits to students who can
demonstrate college-level mastery is a priority for advancing equity work in education. I
recognize that many of the recommendations for policy and practice fall under a model of
attainment that is rooted in whiteness; however, they serve as a step towards recognizing and
valuing various forms of capital that students may exchange for increased educational wealth
(Ladson-Billings, 2006, 2013; Yosso, 2005).
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Conclusions
This study provides insight into how one outcome, awarding credits based on exam
scores, is distributed inequitably along race and class lines at one institution. The results of this
study confirm that BIPOC and first-generation college students are awarded significantly fewer
credits than their white and continuing-generation peers based on AP exam scores. This study
serves as one step towards uncovering the inequities associated with programs that reward
students with college credit for work completed in high school. A next step in the research
process is to expand upon the current study to include other institution types, programs, and
variables. The methodology of this study can be applied to different programs and services in
education. Future research should focus on amplifying students’ and family members’ voices
around issues of educational inequities to add more depth and dimension to the current study
(Punch & Oancea, 2014).
If college and university leaders are truly committed to creating anti-racist institutions, it
is imperative to review disaggregated institutional data to determine if there is an inequitable
distribution of wealth between various student populations. If disparities exist, leaders need to
work towards policy reform that will produce more equitable outcomes for all students.
Educational leaders can no longer ignore the layers of racism and classism that are built into the
educational systems in the U.S. In order to change the disparities in persistence and completion
rates for BIPOC and first-generation college students, leaders must change the polices and
practices that continue to reward those who have had opportunities to accumulate the most
capital.
In conclusion, higher education leaders are called to critically question and disrupt
inequitable policies and practices that are widely accepted as the norm in academia. Institutional
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leaders must regularly engage with disaggregated data at their institutions to determine if there
are pervasive, inequitable results that represent disproportionate, negative impacts on students
along lines of race, class, or gender. When these inequities are uncovered, it is the institution’s
responsibility to work towards policy reform and alternative practices that promote success for
all students.
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